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    This life’s five windows of the soul

  




  

    Distorts the Heavens from pole to pole,

  




  

    And leads you to believe a lie

  




  

    When you see with, not thro’, the eye.

  




  

    William Blake

  




  

    10 OCTOBER

  




  

      

  




  

    Fleet Street

  




  

    The City of London

  




  

    Zed Benjamin had never been called into the Editor’s office before, and he found the experience simultaneously disconcerting and thrilling. The disconcerting half of it resulted in massive sweating of the armpits. The thrilling half of it produced a heartbeat he could actually feel, for some reason, in the pads of his thumbs. But since from the first he’d believed it essential to see Rodney Aronson as just another bloke at The Source, he attributed both the sweating of armpits and the pulsing of thumbs to the fact that he’d switched from his one summer suit to his one winter suit rather too early in the season. He made a mental note to change back to the summer suit in the morning and he only hoped his mother hadn’t taken it to be cleaned once she saw he’d made the switch. That would be, Zed thought, exactly like her. His mum was helpful and earnest. She was too much of both.

  




  

    He sought a distraction, easy enough to find in Rodney Aronson’s office. While the Editor of the newspaper continued to read Zed’s story, Zed began to read the headlines on the old issues of the tabloid that were framed and hung along the walls. He found them distasteful and idiotic, their stories pandering to the worst inclinations in the human psyche. Rent Boy Breaks Silence featured a piece on a kerb-crawling encounter between a sixteen-year-old boy and a member of parliament in the vicinity of King’s Cross Station, an unseemly romantic interlude interrupted by the advent of vice officers from the local nick. MP in Sex Triangle with Teenager preceded the rent boy breaking his silence and MP Wife in Suicide Drama followed hard on its heels. The Source had been on top of all these stories, first on the scene, first with the scoop, first with the money to pay informants for salacious details to juice up a report that in any legitimate paper would either be written with discretion or buried deep inside or both. This was particularly the case for such hot topics as Prince in Bedroom Brouhaha, Kiss and Tell Equerry Shocks Palace, and Another Royal Divorce? all of which, Zed knew very well from gossip in the canteen, had topped The Source’s previous circulation figures by over one hundred thousand copies each. This was the sort of reportage for which the red-top was known. Everyone in the newsroom understood that if you didn’t want to get your hands dirty sifting through other people’s nasty bits of laundry, then you didn’t want to work as an investigative reporter at The Source.

  




  

    Which was, admittedly, the case for Zedekiah Benjamin. He definitely didn’t want to work as an investigative reporter at The Source. He saw himself as a columnist-for-the-Financial-Times kind of bloke, someone with a career providing enough respectability and name recognition to support his real passion, which was writing fine poetry. But jobs as respectable columnists were as scarce as knickers under kilts, and one had to do something to put food on the table since writing excellent verse wasn’t about to do it. Thus Zed knew it behoved him to act at all times like a man who found the pursuit of the social gaffes of celebrities and the peccadilloes of members of the Royal Family journalistically and professionally fulfilling. Still, he liked to believe that even a paper like The Source could benefit from a slight elevation from its usual position in the gutter from where, it had to be said, no one was gazing at the stars.

  




  

    The piece that Rodney Aronson was reading demonstrated this. In Zed’s mind, a tabloid story did not have to swim in lubricious facts in order to capture the reader’s interest. Stories could be uplifting and redemptive like this one and still sell newspapers. True, such stories weren’t likely to make the front page, but the Sunday magazine would do, although a two page spread at the centre of the daily edition wouldn’t have gone down badly either, just as long as photographs accompanied it and the story made a jump to the following page. Zed had spent ages on this piece and it deserved a gallon of newsprint, he thought. It had exactly what readers of The Source liked, but with refinement. Sins of the fathers and their sons were featured, ruined relationships were explored, alcohol and drug usage was involved, and redemption was achieved. Here was a feature about a wastrel, caught in the deadly embrace of methamphetamine addiction, who at the eleventh hour – more or less – managed to turn himself round and live anew, birthing himself through an unexpected devotion to society’s lowest of the low. Here was a story with villains and heroes, with worthy adversaries and enduring love. Here were exotic locations, family values, parental love. And above all—

  




  

    ‘It’s a snore.’ Rodney Aronson tossed Zed’s story to one side of his desk and fingered his beard. He dislodged a flake of chocolate therein and popped it into his mouth. He’d finished a Cadbury’s Dairy Milk while he was reading and his restless eyes took in his desktop as if seeking another indulgence, which he didn’t need, considering a girth barely hidden by the overlarge safari jacket he favoured for workday attire.

  




  

    ‘What?’ Zed thought he’d misheard and he rooted round in his mind for anything that rhymed with snore as a means of reassuring himself that his editor hadn’t just condemned his piece to the bottom corner of page twenty or worse.

  




  

    ‘Snore,’ Rodney said. ‘Snore as in sleep as in put me to sleep. You promised me a hot investigative piece if I sent you up there. You guaranteed me a hot investigative piece, as I recall. If I went to the expense of putting you up in a hotel for God knows how many days—’

  




  

    ‘Five,’ Zed said. ‘Because it was a complicated piece and there were people who needed to be interviewed so that the objectivity one wants to maintain—’

  




  

    ‘All right. Five. And I’m going to want a word about your choice of hotel, by the way, because I’ve seen the bill and I’m wondering if the bloody room came with dancing girls. When someone is sent the hell up to Cumbria for five days at the expense of the paper, promising that a whiz-bang story will be the outcome . . .’ Rodney picked up the piece and used it to gesture with. ‘What the hell exactly have you investigated here? And what in God’s name’s this title all about? “The Ninth Life.” What is this, something from one of your highbrow lit-ra-cher classes? Maybe creative writing, eh? Fancy yourself a novelist, do you?’

  




  

    Zed knew the Editor hadn’t been to university. That was part of the canteen gossip as well. Sotto voce had come the advice soon after Zed’s joining the staff of the The Source : For God’s sake and for your own good, don’t cross Rod with anything that reminds him you have a first or a second or a whatever in something even vaguely associated with higher education, mate. Cannot cope and thinks you’re taking the piss, so keep it shut when it comes to that kind of thing.

  




  

    Thus Zed trod carefully with his reply to Rodney’s question about the title of his piece. ‘I was thinking of cats, actually.’

  




  

    ‘You were thinking of cats.’

  




  

    ‘Uh . . . having nine lives?’

  




  

    ‘Got it in a basket. But we’re not writing about cats, are we.’

  




  

    ‘No. Of course not. But . . .’ Zed wasn’t sure what the editor wanted, so he altered direction and plunged on with his explanation. ‘What I meant was that the bloke’s been eight times in rehab, see, in three different countries and nothing worked for him, and I mean nothing. Oh maybe he’s been clean for six or eight months or once for a year but after a bit it’s back to the meth and he’s wasted again. He ends up in Utah where he meets a very special woman and suddenly he’s a new man and he never looks back.’

  




  

    ‘Presto, change-o, that’s about it? Saved by the power of love, eh?’ Rodney’s voice sounded affable. Zed took heart from this.

  




  

    ‘That’s exactly it, Rodney. That’s what’s so incredible. He’s completely cured. He comes home, not to the fatted calf but—’

  




  

    ‘The fatted what?’

  




  

    Zed backpedalled swiftly. Biblical allusion. Obviously a very bad way to go. ‘Nothing. So he comes home and he starts a programme to help the unhelpable.’ Was that a word? Zed wondered. ‘And not who you’d expect him to help: young blokes and girls with their lives ahead of them. But rejects. Old blokes living rough, society’s detritus—’

  




  

    Rodney glanced his way.

  




  

    Zed hurried on with, ‘Social rubbish getting its next meal from the inside of wheelie bins while they spit out their rotting teeth. He saves them. He thinks they’re worth saving. And they respond. They’re cured as well. A lifetime of booze and drugs and living rough and they’re cured of it.’ Zed took a breath. He waited for Rodney’s reply.

  




  

    It came evenly enough but the tone was suggestive of a lack of enthusiasm for Zed’s defence of his reportage. ‘They’re rebuilding a bloody tower, Zed. Nobody’s cured of anything and when the tower’s finished the lot of them will go back to the street.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think so.’

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    ‘Because it’s a pele tower. And that’s what gives the story its power. It’s a metaphor.’ Zed knew the very idea of metaphor put him onto dangerous ground with the Editor, so he madly rushed on. ‘Consider the use of the towers and you’ll see how it works. They were built for protection against border reivers – those nasty blokes who invaded from Scotland, eh? – and, for our purposes, the border reivers represent drugs, okay? Meth. Coke. Hash. Smack. Blow. Whatever. The pele tower itself represents redemption and recovery, and each floor of the tower, which in the past contained something different and by this I mean the ground floor was for animals and the first floor was for cooking and household activities and the second floor was for living and sleeping and then the roof was for fighting off the reivers by showering them with arrows and oh I don’t know hot oil or something and when you look at all this and take it to mean what it ought to mean and could mean in the life of a person who’s been on the street for what . . . ten or fifteen years? . . . then—’

  




  

    Rodney’s head dropped onto his desk. He waved Zed off.

  




  

    Zed wasn’t sure what to make of this. It looked like dismissal but he wasn’t about to slink off with his tail between . . . God, another metaphor, he thought. He crashed on, saying, ‘It’s what makes this story a cut above. It’s what makes this story a Sunday piece. I see it in the magazine, four full pages with photos: the tower, the blokes rebuilding it, the befores and the afters, that sort of thing.’

  




  

    ‘It’s a snore,’ Rodney said again. ‘Which, by the way, is another metaphor. And so is sex, which this story has none of.’

  




  

    ‘Sex,’ Zed repeated. ‘Well, the wife is glamorous, I suppose, but she didn’t want the story to be about her or about their relationship. She said he’s the one who—’

  




  

    Rodney raised his head. ‘I don’t mean sex as in sex, stupid. I mean sex as in sex.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘The sizzle, the tension, the make-the-reader-want-something, the restlessness, the urge, the rising excitement, the make-her-wet-and-make-him-hard only they don’t know why they even feel that way. Am I being clear? Your story doesn’t have it.’

  




  

    ‘But it’s not meant to have it. It’s meant to be uplifting, to give people hope.’

  




  

    ‘We’re not in the bloody uplifting business and we sure as hell aren’t in the business of hope. We’re in the business of selling papers. And believe me, this pile of bushwa won’t do it. We engage in a certain type of investigative reporting here. You told me you knew that when I interviewed you. Isn’t that why you went to Cumbria? So be an investigative reporter. Investi-bloody-gate.’

  




  

    ‘I did.’

  




  

    ‘Bollocks. This is a love fest. Someone up there seduced your pants off—’

  




  

    ‘Absolutely no way.’

  




  

    ‘–and you soft-pedalled.’

  




  

    ‘Did not happen.’

  




  

    ‘So this–’ Again he gestured with the story. ‘–Represents the hard stuff, eh? This is how you go for the story’s big vein?’

  




  

    ‘Well, I can see that . . . Not exactly, I suppose. But I mean, once one got to know the bloke—’

  




  

    ‘One lost one’s nerve. One investigated zippo.’

  




  

    This seemed a rather unfair conclusion, Zed thought. ‘So what you’re saying is that an exposé of drug abuse, of a wasted life, of tormented parents who’ve tried everything to save their kid only to have him save himself . . . this bloke who was about to choke on the silver spoon, Rodney . . . that’s not investigative? That’s not sexy? The way you want it to be sexy?’

  




  

    ‘The son of some Hooray Henry wastes himself on drugs.’ Rodney yawned dramatically. ‘This is something new? You want me to tick off the names of ten other useless bags of dog droppings doing the same thing? It won’t take long.’

  




  

    Zed felt the fight drain out of him. All the time wasted, all the effort spent, all the interviews conducted, all – he had to admit it – the subtle plans to alter the direction of The Source and make it into a paper at least marginally worthwhile and thereby put his name in lights since, let’s face it, the Financial Times wasn’t hiring at the moment. All for nothing. It wasn’t right. Zed considered his options and finally said, ‘Okay. I take your point. But what if I give it another go? What if I go up there and do some more digging?’

  




  

    ‘About what, for God’s sake?’

  




  

    That was surely the question. Zed thought about all the individuals he’d spoken to: the reformed addict, his wife, his mother, his sisters, his father, the poor sots he was saving. Was there someone somewhere doing something he’d missed? Well, there had to be, for the simple reason that there always was. ‘I’m not sure,’ Zed settled on saying. ‘But if I nose around . . . Everyone’s got secrets. Everyone lies about something. And considering how much we’ve already spent on the story, it won’t be such a waste if I give it another try.’

  




  

    Rodney pushed his chair back from his desk and seemed to roll Zed’s offer round in his head. He jabbed a finger onto a button on his phone and barked to his secretary, ‘Wallace. You there?’ and when she responded, ‘Get me more chocolate. Hazelnut this time.’ And then to Zed, ‘Your time, your dime. And that’s the only way I’m going for it.’

  




  

    Zed blinked. That put things in an entirely different light. He was on the bottom rung of the ladder at The Source and so were his wages. He tried to do the maths on a train ticket, a hire car, a hotel – perhaps a down at heel B & B or some old lady letting out rooms on a back street in . . . where? Not by one of the lakes. That would cost too much, even at this time of year so it would have to be . . . And would he be paid for the time he spent in Cumbria? He doubted it. He said, ‘C’n I have a think about it? I mean, you won’t spike the story straightaway, right? I have to look at my funds, if you know what I mean.’

  




  

    ‘Look all you want.’ Rodney smiled, a strange and unnatural stretching of his lips that spoke of how seldom he used them in this manner. ‘Like I said, your time, your dime.’

  




  

    ‘Thanks, Rodney.’ Zed wasn’t quite sure what he was thanking the other man for, so he nodded, got to his feet, and headed for the door. As he reached for the knob, Rodney added in a friendly tone, ‘If you decide to make the trip, I suggest you lose the beanie.’

  




  

    Zed hesitated but before he could speak, Rodney continued. ‘It’s not a religion thing, kid. I could give a bloody crap about your religion or anyone else’s. This is a recommendation coming from a bloke who’s been in the business since you were in nappies. You can do it or not, but the way I see it, you don’t want anything to distract people or give them a reason to think you’re anything but their confessor, best friend, shoulder to cry on, psychowhosis, or whatever. So when you show up in anything takes their attention away from the story they want to tell – or better yet and for our purposes don’t want to tell – you’ve got a problem. And I mean any of it: turbans, rosary beads swinging from your neck, beanies, full length beards dyed in henna, daggers at the waist. Are you with me? My point is that an investigative reporter should blend in and with the beanie . . . Look, there’s nothing you can do about the height and the hair – unless you colour the hair and I’m not asking you to do that – but the beanie takes it over the top.’

  




  

    As if in reflex Zed touched his yarmulke. ‘I wear it because—’

  




  

    ‘Don’t care why you wear it. Don’t care if you wear it. It’s a word from the wise, is all. Your choice.’

  




  

    Zed knew the Editor was saying this last bit to avoid a lawsuit. Indeed, he knew the Editor had phrased everything he’d said about the yarmulke for the very same reason. The Source was not exactly a bastion of political correctness, but that was not the point. Rodney Aronson knew which side of his professional bread bore the butter.

  




  

    ‘Just take it on board,’ Rodney told him as the office door opened and his secretary entered, bearing a family-size chocolate bar.

  




  

    ‘Will do,’ Zed said. ‘Absolutely.’

  




  

    St John’s Wood

  




  

    London

  




  

    Time was of the essence, so he left at once. He planned to take the Tube and switch to the bus at Baker Street. A taxi all the way to St John’s Wood would have been better – with the added benefit of giving him legroom – but he could ill afford it. So he hoofed it down to Blackfriars station, waited interminably for a Circle Line train, and when it arrived crammed to the gills, he was forced to ride next to the carriage doors where the only way to fit inside was to hunch his shoulders and rest his chin on his chest in the manner of a penitent.

  




  

    With a crick in his neck, he stopped at a cashpoint before catching the bus for the final leg of his journey. His purpose was to check his bank account in the vain hope that he’d somehow miscalculated the last time he’d balanced his chequebook. He had no savings other than what was contained in that single account. He saw the amount and felt his spirits sink. A trip to Cumbria would clean him out, and he had to think was it worth it. It was, after all, only a story. Give it up and he’d merely be assigned another. But there were stories and there were stories and this one . . . He knew it was something special.

  




  

    Undecided still, he arrived home ninety minutes earlier than usual, and because of this he rang the bell at the building’s entrance to announce himself so his mother didn’t panic when she heard a key in the lock at a time of day when no one was due at the flat. He said, ‘It’s me, Mum,’ and she said, ‘Zedekiah! Wonderful!’ which rather puzzled him until he got inside and saw the source of his mother’s delight.

  




  

    Susanna Benjamin was in the midst of finishing a modest afternoon tea, but she wasn’t alone. A young woman sat in the most comfortable chair in the lounge – the chair Zed’s mother always reserved for guests – and she blushed prettily and dropped her head for a moment as Zed’s mother made the introductions. She was called Yaffa Shaw and, according to Susanna Benjamin, she belonged to the same book discussion group as Zed’s mother, who proclaimed this a marvellous coincidence for some reason. Zed waited for more and soon was given it in the form of, ‘I was telling Yaffa only just now that my Zedekiah always has his nose in a book. And not only one but four or five at once. Tell Yaffa what you’re reading now, Zed. Yaffa is reading the new Graham Swift. Well, we’re all reading the new Graham Swift. For the book group, Zed. Sit, sit, darling. Have a cup of tea. Oh my goodness, it’s cold. I’ll get some fresh, shall I?’

  




  

    Before Zed could manage an answer to this, his mother was gone. He heard her in the kitchen banging about. She turned on the radio for good measure. He knew it would take her a deliberate quarter of an hour to produce the tea because he and his mother had been through this before. The last time it had been the girl working on the till at Tesco. The time before that, and a far better bet, the oldest niece of their rabbi, in London to attend a summer course offered by an American university whose name Zed could not remember. After Yaffa, who was watching him doubtless in hope of conversation, there would be another. This would not cease till he’d married one of them and then the prodding for grandchildren would begin. Not for the first time Zed cursed his older sister, her professional life, and her decision not only not to reproduce but also not to marry. She had the career in science that had been intended for him. Not that he’d wanted a career in science but if she’d only cooperated and given their mother a son-in-law and grandchildren, he wouldn’t be coming home time and again to yet another potential mate lured onto the premises through one pretext or another.

  




  

    He said to Yaffa, ‘You and Mum . . . the same book group, is it?’

  




  

    She blushed more deeply. ‘Not exactly,’ she admitted. ‘I work in the bookshop. I make recommendations to the group. Your mum and I . . . we were talking . . . I mean, the way people do, you know.’

  




  

    Oh how he knew. And above all the things he knew was the fact that he knew exactly how Susanna Benjamin operated. He could picture the conversation: the sly questions and the trusting replies. He wondered how old the poor girl was and whether his mother had managed to work her fertility into the equation.

  




  

    He said, ‘I bet you didn’t expect to find she even had a son.’

  




  

    ‘She didn’t say. Only now things’re bit difficult because—’

  




  

    ‘Zed, darling,’ his mother sang out from the kitchen. ‘Darjeeling’s fine? Tea cake as well? What about a scone, dear? Yaffa, you’ll have more tea, yes? You young people will want to chat, I know.’

  




  

    That was exactly what Zed didn’t want. What he wanted was time to think and to weigh the pros and cons of going into debt to take himself up to Cumbria for the time needed to sex up his story. And when in Cumbria, if he actually went there, he was going to have to determine exactly what constituted the sex: the zing, the snap, the whatever it was supposed to be to excite the readers of The Source who, it was highly probable, had the collective intelligence of gravestones. How to excite a gravestone? Give it a corpse. Zed chuckled inwardly at the extended metaphor. He was only glad he hadn’t used it in conversation with Rodney Aronson.

  




  

    ‘Here we are, my dears!’ Susanna Benjamin rejoined them, bearing a tray of fresh tea, scones, butter, and jam. ‘My Zedekiah’s a big boy, isn’t he, Yaffa? I don’t know where he got his height. What is it, exactly, dear heart?’ This last to Zed. He was six feet eight inches tall and his mother knew that as well as she knew where the height came from, which was his paternal grandfather who’d been only three inches shorter. When he didn’t reply, she went blithely on with, ‘And what feet he has. Look at those feet, Yaffa. And hands the size of rugby balls. And you know what they say . . .’ She winked. ‘Milk and sugar, Zedekiah? You want both, yes?’ And to Yaffa, ‘Two years on the kibbutz, he was, this son of mine. Then two years in the Army.’

  




  

    ‘Mum,’ Zed said.

  




  

    ‘Oh don’t be so bashful.’ She poured more tea into Yaffa’s cup. ‘The Israeli army, Yaffa. What do you think of that? He likes to hide everything. Such a modest boy. He’s always been that way. Yaffa’s like that, too, Zedekiah. Every bit of information must be dragged out of the girl. Born in Tel Aviv, father a surgeon, two brothers working in cancer research, mother a clothing designer, my boy. Clothing designer! Isn’t that wonderful? Of course, I couldn’t afford a single thing she designs because her clothes are sold in . . . What did you call them, Yaffa dear?’

  




  

    ‘Boutiques,’ Yaffa said although she’d gone so red in the face that Zed feared a stroke or seizure was in the offing.

  




  

    ‘Knightsbridge, Zed,’ his mother intoned. ‘Just think of it. She designs all the way in Israel, and the clothing comes here.’

  




  

    Zed sought a way to interrupt the flow, so he said to Yaffa, ‘What brought you to London?’

  




  

    ‘Studies!’ Susanna Benjamin replied. ‘She’s going to university here. Science, Zedekiah. Biology.’

  




  

    ‘Chemistry,’ Yaffa said.

  




  

    ‘Chemistry, biology, geology . . . it’s all the same because think of the brain in this sweet head of hers, Zed. And isn’t she pretty? Have you ever seen a prettier little thing than our Yaffa sitting here?’

  




  

    ‘Not recently,’ Zed said with a meaningful look at his mother. He added, ‘It’s been at least six weeks,’ in the hope that the sheer embarrassment of having her intentions brought out into the open would force her to wind down.

  




  

    That was not to be. Susanna added, ‘He likes to make fun of his mother, Yaffa. He’s a tease, my Zedekiah. You’ll get used to that.’

  




  

    Used to that? Zed cast a look at Yaffa, who was shifting uneasily in her chair. This told him there was more to be revealed and his mother revealed it forthwith.

  




  

    ‘Yaffa’s taking your sister’s old bedroom,’ Susanna said to her son. ‘She’s come to look at it and she’s said it’s just what she needs now she’s having to move from her other lodgings. Won’t it be lovely to have another young face in the flat? She’ll be joining us tomorrow. And you must tell me what you like for breakfast, Yaffa. Starting the day out with a proper meal is going to help you with your studies. It did for Zedekiah, didn’t it, Zed? First class degree in literature, my son. Did I tell you he writes poetry, Yaffa? Something tells me he’s likely to write a poem about you.’

  




  

    Zed stood up abruptly. He’d forgotten he had his teacup in hand, and the Darjeeling sloshed out. Thankfully, most of it went onto his shoes, saving his mother’s carpet. But he would have liked to dump it onto her neatly coiffed grey head.

  




  

    His final decision was as instantaneous as it was necessary. He said, ‘I’m off to Cumbria, Mum.’

  




  

    She blinked. ‘Cumbria? But didn’t you just—’

  




  

    ‘More to the story and I’ve got to go after it. Very time sensitive as things turn out.’

  




  

    ‘But when are you leaving?’

  




  

    ‘Soon as I pack my bag.’

  




  

    Which, he decided, ought to take him five minutes or less.

  




  

    En route to Cumbria

  




  

    The fact that he wanted and needed to leave post haste before his mother built the chuppah right in the lounge forced Zed to catch a train that would get him to Cumbria by a most circuitous route. That couldn’t be helped. Once he packed his bag and tucked his laptop into its case, he was gone, effecting a very clean getaway. The bus, the Tube, Euston Station, slapping down a credit card to pay for his ticket, four sandwiches, a copy of the Economist, The Times, and the Guardian, wandering round the platform till it was time to board, wondering how long it was going to take him to find something – anything – to sex up his story, wondering even more how long it was going to take him to break his mother’s habit of bringing women in off the street like a procurer . . . By the time he was able to board the train, he was ready for the distraction of work. He opened up his laptop and as the train left the station, he began to search through his notes, which he’d meticulously recorded during every interview, which he’d meticulously typed into the laptop every night. He also had with him a set of handwritten notes. He would check those as well. For there had to be something, and he would find it.

  




  

    He reviewed the subject of his story first: Nicholas Fairclough, thirty-two years old, the formerly dissolute son of Bernard Fairclough, first Baron of Ireleth in the County of Cumbria. Born into wealth and privilege – there was that silver spoon – he’d squandered throughout his youth the good fortune that he’d been handed by Fate. He was a man graced with the face of an angel but in possession of the inclinations of Lot’s next door neighbour. A series of rehabilitation programmes had seen him as an unwilling participant from his fourteenth year onward. They read like a travelogue as progressively more exotic – and remote – locations were chosen by his parents in an attempt to entice him into healthy living. When he wasn’t taking the cure somewhere, he was using his father’s money to travel in a life-owes-me-a-living style that led him time and again directly back into addiction. Everyone threw in the towel on the bloke, after wiping their washed hands upon it. Father, mother, sisters, even a cousin cum brother had—

  




  

    Now that was something he hadn’t thought about, Zed realised. The cousin cum brother angle. It had seemed a non-story, and Nicholas himself had certainly emphasised that during interviews, but there was a chance that Zed might have missed something he could now use . . . He flipped through his notebook first and found the name: Ian Cresswell, employed by Fairclough Industries in a position of serious responsibility, first cousin to Nicholas, eight years older, born in Kenya but come to England in late childhood to be a resident in the Fairclough home . . . Now that was something, wasn’t it, something that could be moulded somehow?

  




  

    Zed looked up thoughtfully. He glanced at the window. It was pitch dark outside, so all he saw was his own reflection: a red-headed giant with worry lines becoming incised on his forehead because his mother was attempting to marry him off to the first willing woman she was able to find and his boss was ready to deposit his well-written prose into the rubbish. And so, what did he have in these notes? he asked himself. What? What?

  




  

    Zed fished out one of his four sandwiches and began to devour it as he checked his paperwork. He was looking for a clue, for the way to spin his story, or at least for a hint that further digging in one area or another might produce the sizzle that Rodney Aronson said was required. The cousins-as-brothers angle was possible. Reading, however, Zed found that his thoughts were dominated by Old Testament tales, which took him into the land of literary allusion and metaphor, where he could ill afford to wander. But if the truth were told, it was difficult to read what he’d uncovered in his interviews with all the principal characters without thinking of Cain and Abel, my brother’s keeper, burnt offerings of the fruits of one’s labour, and being pleasing or not so pleasing to whoever was standing in place of God in the story, which would probably be lord Fairclough. And if one truly wanted to be Biblical about things, the peer could be Isaac, faced with Esau and Jacob and their battling birthrights to contend with although how anyone on earth could have mistaken the skin of a dead lamb – or whatever it had been – for hairy arms had always been way, way beyond Zed’s willingness to believe. The whole idea of birthrights, however, drove Zed deeper into his notes to see if he had any information about who actually stood to inherit what, should something untoward happen to Lord Fairclough in addition to who stood to run Fairclough Industries should the baron meet an untimely end.

  




  

    Now that would be a story, wouldn’t it? Bernard Fairclough mysteriously . . . what? Dies or disappears, let’s say. He falls down the stairs, becomes incapacitated, has a stroke, or whatever. A little digging turns over the fact that days before his untimely end or whatever it was, he’d met his solicitor and . . . what? A new will is drawn up, his intentions as to the family business are made crystal clear, lifetime settlements are made, language is inserted into his will his trust his papers as to – what would it be? – an indication of an inheritance a declaration of someone’s disinheritance a revelation of . . . what? The son is not his actual son. The nephew is not his actual nephew. There’s a second family in the Hebrides, there’s a mad and deformed elder sibling long hidden in the attic the cellar the boathouse. There’s something explosive. Something kapow. Something sexy.

  




  

    Of course, the problem was that, if Zed wanted to admit the entire truth of the matter, the only remotely sexy thing about his story of Nicholas Fairclough’s ninth life was the man’s wife and she was sexy in spades. He hadn’t wanted to make too much of that fact in his meeting with Rodney Aronson because he’d been fairly certain of Rodney’s reaction, which would have come from the photograph-her-tits school of thought. Zed had kept fairly mum on the topic of the wife because she’d wished to remain in the background but now he wondered if there was something about her that he might explore. He went to that set of notes and saw that words like caramba and yikes had indicated his initial reaction upon laying eyes upon her. He’d even nonsensically written South American Siren by way of describing her, every inch of her a w-o-m-a-n demanding notice from an m-a-n. If Eve had looked remotely like Alatea Fairclough, Zedekiah had concluded at the end of their only interview, it was no wonder Adam took the apple. The only question was why he hadn’t eaten the whole damn crop and the tree as well. So . . . Was she the story? The sex? The sizzle? She was stunning in all the right ways, but how did one turn stunning into story? ‘She’s the reason I’m alive today,’ says the husband, but so what? Run a picture of her and any bloke whose parts are in working order is going to know why Nicholas Fairclough took the cure. Besides, she had nothing to say beyond ‘What Nick’s done, he’s done himself. I’m his wife but I’m not important in his real story.’

  




  

    Had that been a hint? Zed wondered. His real story. Was there more to uncover? He thought he’d dug, but perhaps he’d been too smitten with the subject of his piece. And perhaps he been too smitten with his subject because he wanted to believe such things were possible: redemption, salvation, turning one’s life around, finding true love . . .

  




  

    Perhaps that was the line to follow: true love. Had Nicholas Fairclough really found it? And if he had, did someone envy it? One of his sisters, perhaps, because one of them was unmarried and the other divorced? And how did they feel anyway, now that the prodigal had returned?

  




  

    Further rustling through his notes. Further reading. Another sandwich. A wander through the train to see if there was a buffet car because he was dying for a coffee. Then it was back to his seat where he finally gave up the ghost altogether and then popped back up with the idea of ghosts because the family home was what had got him started in the first place on this piece and what if the family home was haunted and the haunting had led to the drug addiction which had led to the search for a cure which had led to . . . He was back to the bloody wife again, the South American Siren, and the only reason he was back to her was caramba and yikes, and he’d be better off crawling back home and forgetting this whole damn thing except home meant his mother and Yaffa Shaw and whoever was going to follow Yaffa Shaw in a never ending procession of women he was meant to marry and produce children with.

  




  

    No. There was a story here somewhere, the kind of story that his Editor wanted. If he had to dig further to find something juicy, he’d get out his shovel and aim for China. Anything else was unacceptable. Failure was not an option.

  




  

    18 OCTOBER

  




  

      

  




  

    Bryanbarrow

  




  

    Cumbria

  




  

    Ian Cresswell was setting the table for two when his partner arrived home. He himself had taken off early from work, a romantic evening in mind. He’d bought lamb, which was in the oven with a fragrant blanket of seasoned breadcrumbs browning over the shoulder of it, and he’d prepared fresh vegetables and a salad. In the firehouse, he’d uncorked wine, polished glasses, and moved before the fireplace two chairs and the old oak games table from one corner of the room. It wasn’t quite cold enough for a log fire although the ancient manor house was always rather chilly, so he lit a bank of candles and fixed them to the cast iron grate, then he lit two more and placed them on the table. As he did so, he heard the kitchen door open, followed by the sound of Kav’s keys being tossed into the chipped chamber pot on the window seat. A moment later Kav’s footsteps crossed the kitchen flagstones, and the squeak of the old range’s door caused Ian to smile. It was Kav’s night to cook, not his, and Kav had just discovered the first surprise.

  




  

    ‘Ian?’ More footsteps across the slate flagstones and then into and across the hallan. Ian had left the door to the firehouse open, and he said, ‘In here,’ and waited.

  




  

    Kav paused at the doorway. His gaze went from Ian to the table with its candles to the fireplace with its candles to Ian again. His gaze went then from Ian’s face to Ian’s clothes and it lingered exactly where Ian wanted it to linger. But after a moment of the kind of tension that, at one time, would have sent the two of them straight to the bedroom, Kav said, ‘I had to work with the blokes today. We were short-handed. I’m filthy. I’ll have a wash and get changed,’ and backed out of the room without another word. This was enough to tell Ian that his lover knew what the scene before him presaged. This was also enough to tell Ian what direction their coming conversation was, as usual, going to take. An unspoken message of this kind from Kaveh would at one time have been enough to stymie him, but Ian decided that wouldn’t be the case tonight. Three years of concealment and one year in the open had taught him the value of living as he was meant to live.

  




  

    It was thirty minutes before Kaveh rejoined him, and despite the fact that the meat was ten minutes out of the oven and the vegetables were well on their way to becoming a culinary disappointment, Ian was determined not to feel affronted by the time it had taken the other man to return. He poured the wine – forty quid for the bottle, not that it mattered, considering the occasion – and he nodded to the two glasses. He picked his own up, said, ‘It’s a good Bordeaux,’ and waited for Kav to join him in a toast. For clearly, Ian thought, Kaveh saw that a toast was Ian’s intention, else why would he be standing there with his glass lifted and an expectant smile on his face.

  




  

    For a second time, Kav’s gaze took in the table. He said, ‘Two places? Did she ring you or something?’

  




  

    ‘I rang her.’ Ian lowered his glass.

  




  

    ‘And?’

  




  

    ‘I asked for another night.’

  




  

    ‘And she actually cooperated?’

  




  

    ‘For once. Aren’t you having some wine, Kav? I got it in Windermere. That wine shop we were in last—’

  




  

    ‘I had words with bloody old George.’ Kav inclined his head in the direction of the road. ‘He caught me on the way in. He’s complaining about the heating again. He said he’s entitled to central heating. Entitled, he said.’

  




  

    ‘He’s got plenty of coal. Why’s he not using it if the cottage is too cold?’

  




  

    ‘He says he doesn’t want a coal fire. He wants central heating. He says if he doesn’t have it, he’s looking for another place.’

  




  

    ‘When he lived here, he didn’t have central heating, for God’s sake.’

  




  

    ‘He had the house itself. I think he saw that as compensation.’

  




  

    ‘Well, he’s going to have to learn to cope, and if he can’t do that, he’ll have to find another farm to rent. Anyway, I don’t want to spend this evening talking about George Cowley’s grievances against us. The farm was for sale. We bought it. He didn’t. Full stop.’

  




  

    ‘You bought it.’

  




  

    ‘A technicality soon to be taken care of, I hope, when there’ll be no I. No yours and mine. No me, no you. Only we.’ Ian took up the second glass and carried it to Kav. Kav hesitated for a moment. Then he accepted it. ‘Jesus God, I want you,’ Ian said. And then with a smile, ‘Want to feel how much?’

  




  

    ‘Hmmm. No. Let’s let it build.’

  




  

    ‘Bastard.’

  




  

    ‘I thought that’s how you like it, Ian.’

  




  

    ‘First time you’ve smiled since you walked in the door. Tough day?’

  




  

    ‘Not really,’ Kav said. ‘Just a lot of work and not enough help. You?’

  




  

    ‘No.’ They both drank then, eyes on each other. Kav smiled again. Ian moved towards him. Kav moved away. He tried to make it look as if his attention had been caught by the gleam of cutlery or the low bowl of flowers on the table, but Ian wasn’t deceived. What he thought in reaction was what any man would think when he’s fourteen years older than his lover and he’s given up everything to be with him.

  




  

    At twenty-eight Kaveh could give any number of reasons in explanation of why he wasn’t ready to settle down. Ian wasn’t prepared to hear them, however, because he knew there was only one that served as the truth. This truth was a form of hypocrisy, and the presence of hypocrisy was central to every argument they’d had in the last year.

  




  

    ‘Know what today is?’ Ian asked, raising his glass again.

  




  

    Kav nodded but he looked chagrined. ‘Day we met. I’d forgotten. Too much going on up at Ireleth Hall, I think. But then—’ He indicated the table. Ian knew he meant not only the set-up but also the trouble he’d gone to with the dinner. ‘When I saw this, it came to me. And I feel like a bloody wretch, Ian. I’ve nothing for you.’

  




  

    ‘Ah. No matter,’ Ian told him, ‘What I want is right here and it’s yours to give.’

  




  

    ‘You’ve already got it, haven’t you?’

  




  

    ‘You know what I mean.’

  




  

    Kaveh walked to the window and flicked the heavy closed curtains open a crack as if to check where the daylight had gone, but Ian knew that he was trying to work out what it was he wanted to say and the thought that he might want to say what Ian didn’t want to hear caused his head to begin its telltale throbbing and a flash of bright stars to course across his vision. He blinked hard as Kaveh spoke.

  




  

    ‘Signing a book in a register office doesn’t make us any more official than we already are.’

  




  

    ‘That’s bollocks,’ Ian said. ‘It makes us more than official. It makes us legal. It gives us standing in the community and, what’s more important, it tells the world—’

  




  

    ‘We don’t need standing. We already have it as individuals.’

  




  

    ‘–and what’s more important,’ Ian repeated, ‘it tells the world—’

  




  

    ‘Well that’s just it, isn’t it,’ Kaveh said sharply. ‘The world, Ian. Think about it. The world. And everyone in it.’

  




  

    Carefully, Ian set his wine glass on the table. He knew he should get the meat and carve it, get the veg and serve them, sit, eat, and let the rest go. Go upstairs afterwards and have each other properly. But on this night of all nights, he couldn’t bring himself to do anything more but say what he’d already said to his partner more than a dozen times and what he’d sworn he wouldn’t say tonight: ‘You asked me to come out and I did. For you. Not for myself because it didn’t matter to me and even if it had, there were too many people involved and what I did – for you – was as good as stabbing them through their throats. And that was fine by me because it was what you wanted, and I finally realised—’

  




  

    ‘I know all this.’

  




  

    ‘Three years is long enough to hide, you said. You said, Tonight you decide. In front of them you said it, Kav, and in front of them I decided. Then I walked out. With you. Have you any idea—’

  




  

    ‘Of course I do. D’you think I’m a stone? But we’re not talking about just living together, are we? We’re talking about marriage. And we’re talking about my parents.’

  




  

    ‘People adjust,’ Ian said. ‘That’s what you told me.’

  




  

    ‘People. Yes. Other people. But not them. We’ve been through this before. In my culture – their culture—’

  




  

    ‘You’re part of this culture now. All of you.’

  




  

    ‘That’s not how it works. One doesn’t just flee to a foreign country, take some magic pill one night, and wake up the next morning with an entirely different system of values. It doesn’t happen that way. And as the only son – the only child, for God’s sake – I have . . . Oh Christ, Ian, you know all this. Why can’t you be happy with what we have? With how things are?’

  




  

    ‘Because how things are is a lie. You’re not my lodger. I’m not your landlord. D’you actually think they’ll believe that forever?’

  




  

    ‘They believe what I tell them,’ he said. ‘I live here. They live there. This works and it will continue to work. Anything else, and they won’t understand. They don’t need to know.’

  




  

    ‘So that they can do what? Keep presenting you with suitable Iranian teenagers to marry? Fresh off the boat or the plane or whatever and eager to give your parents grandbabies?’

  




  

    ‘That’s not going to happen.’

  




  

    ‘It’s happening already. How many have they arranged for you to meet so far? A dozen? More? And at what point do you just cave in and marry because you can’t take the pressure any longer and you start to feel your duty too much and then what do you expect to have? One life here and another in Manchester, her down there – whoever she is – waiting for the babies and me up here and . . . God damn it, look at me.’ Ian wanted to kick the table over, sending the crockery flying and the cutlery spinning across the floor. Something was building within him, and he knew an explosion was on its way. He headed for the door, for the hallan that would take him to the kitchen and from there outside.

  




  

    Kaveh’s voice was sharper, when he said, ‘Where’re you going?’

  




  

    ‘Out. The lake. Wherever. I don’t know. I just need to get out.’

  




  

    ‘Come on, Ian. Don’t be this way. What we have—’

  




  

    ‘What we have is nothing.’

  




  

    ‘That isn’t true. Come back and I’ll show you.’

  




  

    But Ian knew where showing you would lead, which was where showing you always led, which was to a place having nothing to do with the change he sought. He left the house without looking back.

  




  

    En route to Bryanbarrow

  




  

    Cumbria

  




  

    Tim Cresswell slouched in the back seat of the Volvo. He tried to close his ears to the sound of his little sister begging their mother once again to let them live with her. ‘Please please extra pretty please, Mummy’ was the way she put it. She was, Tim knew, trying to charm their mother into thinking she was actually missing something without her children in constant attendance. Not that anything Gracie might say or the way she might say it would do any good. Niamh Cresswell had no intention of allowing them to live with her in Grange-over-Sands. She had fish to fry that had nothing to do with any responsibility she might feel towards her offspring. Tim wanted to tell Gracie this, but what was the point? She was ten years old and too young to understand the workings of pride, loathing, and revenge.

  




  

    ‘I hate Daddy’s house,’ Gracie was adding in hopeful good measure. ‘There’re spiders every where. It’s dark and creaky and full of draughts and it’s got all these corners where there’re cobwebs and things. I want to live with you, Mummy. Timmy does’s well.’ She squirmed round in her seat. ‘You want to live with Mummy’s well, don’t you, Timmy?’

  




  

    Don’t call me Timmy, you stupid twit, was what Tim wanted to say to his sister, but he couldn’t ever get mad at Gracie when she looked at him with that expression of trusting love on her face. When he saw it, though, he wanted to tell her to harden up. The world was a shit hole, and he couldn’t understand why she hadn’t yet worked that out.

  




  

    Tim saw that his mother was watching him in the rear view mirror, waiting to hear how he would answer his sister. He curled his lip and turned to the window, thinking that he could almost not blame his father for dropping the bombshell that had destroyed their lives. His mother was a real piece of work.

  




  

    The bloody cow was acting true to character, even now, all pretence about why they were heading back to Bryan Beck farm. What she didn’t know was that he’d picked up the phone in the kitchen the exact same moment she’d taken up the phone in her bedroom, so he’d heard it all: his father’s voice asking would she mind keeping the kids another night and his mother’s voice agreeing to do so. Pleasantly agreeing, for once, which should have told his father something was up because it certainly told Tim as much. So he was unsurprised when his mother came out of the bedroom less than ten minutes later dressed to the nines and breezily told him to pack up because his father had phoned and he and Gracie had to go back to the farm earlier that evening than usual.

  




  

    ‘Something nice he has planned for you,’ she said. ‘He didn’t say what. So get yourselves together. Be quick about it.’

  




  

    She went on to search for her car keys, which Tim realised he should have pinched. Not for his own sake, but for Gracie’s. She damn well deserved another night with their mother if that’s what she wanted.

  




  

    She was saying, ‘See, there’s not even enough hot water for a proper bath, Mummy. And the water trickles out and it’s brown and disgusting. Not like your house where I c’n have bubbles. I do so like bubbles. Mummy, why can’t we live with you?’

  




  

    ‘You know very well,’ Niamh Cresswell finally said.

  




  

    ‘No, I don’t,’ countered Gracie. ‘Most kids live with their mums when their parents get divorced. They live with their mums and they visit their dads. And you got bedrooms for us anyway.’

  




  

    ‘Gracie, if you want so much to have all the details about the situation, you can ask your father why it’s different for you two.’

  




  

    Oh right, Tim thought. Like Dad was actually going to give Gracie the facts of why they lived on some creeped-out farm in some creeped-out house on the edge of a creeped-out village where there was nothing to do on a Saturday night or a Sunday afternoon but smell the cow shit, listen to the sheep, or – and this would be if one was truly lucky – chase the village ducks from their stupid duck house and their holding pen into the stream across the lane. Bryanbarrow was the end of nowhere, but it was just perfect for their father’s new life. And about that life . . . Gracie didn’t understand. She wasn’t meant to. She was meant to think that they took in lodgers only there was only one, Gracie, and after you go to bed where do you think he really sleeps and in what bed exactly and what do you think they do there when the door is closed?

  




  

    Tim tore at the back of his hand. He dug in his nails till he broke the skin and felt tiny crescents of blood bubbles form. His face was a blank, he knew, because he’d perfected that expression of absolutely nothing going on in his head. That and the hands and the damage he could do to them and his overall appearance kept him where he wanted to be, which was far away from other people and far away from everything else. His efforts had succeeded, even, in getting him out of the local comprehensive. Now he attended a special school near Ulverston which was miles and miles and miles from his father’s house – all the better to cause a mind-boggling inconvenience to him every day, naturally – and miles upon miles from his mother’s house and that was the way he wanted it because there, near Ulverston, no one knew the truth of what had happened in his life and he needed it that way.

  




  

    Tim watched the passing scenery, silent. The drive from Grange-over-Sands to his father’s farm spun them north in the fading daylight, up through the Lyth Valley. There the landscape was patchwork: paddocks and pastures that were the green of shamrocks and emeralds and that, like a wave, rolled into the distance to swell up to the fells. On these, great outcroppings of slate and limestone burst forth, with grey scree fanning out beneath them. Between the pastures and the fells stood groups of woodland, alders that were yellow with the autumn and oaks and maples that were gold and red. And here and there erupted buildings that marked the farms: great hulking stone barns and slate-fronted houses with chimneys from which wood smoke curled.

  




  

    Some miles along, the landscape altered as the wide Lyth Valley began to close in. With that closure came the advent of woods, and the leaves from their trees banked the road, which began to wind between drystone walls. It had started to rain now, but when didn’t it rain in this part of the world? This part of the world was known for its rain, and the result was moss thickly growing on the stones of the walls, ferns shoving themselves out of crevices, and lichens under foot and on the bark of the trees.

  




  

    ‘It’s raining,’ Gracie said unnecessarily. ‘I hate that old house when it rains, Mummy. Don’t you, Timmy? It’s horrible there, all dark and damp and creepy and horrible.’

  




  

    No one replied. Gracie dropped her head. Their mother made the turn into the lane that would take them up to Bryanbarrow, quite as if Gracie had not spoken at all.

  




  

    The road here was narrow, and it proceeded upwards in a series of hairpin bends that carved a route through woodland of birch and chestnut trees. They passed Lower Beck farm and a disused field that was thick with bracken; they coursed along Bryan Beck itself, crossed it twice, climbed a bit more, and finally swung into the approach to the village, which lay below them, nothing much more than the juncture of four lanes giving onto a green. That it had a public house, a primary school, a village hall, a Methodist chapel, and a C of E church made it a gathering place of sorts. But only on evenings and Sunday mornings and even then those gathered in the village either drank or prayed.

  




  

    Gracie began to cry as they crept over the stone bridge. She said, ‘Mummy, I hate it here. Mummy. Please.’

  




  

    But her mother said nothing, and Tim knew she wouldn’t. There were certainly feelings to consider in this matter of where Tim and Gracie Cresswell would live, but the feelings were not those of Tim and Gracie Cresswell. That was the way it was and the way it would be, at least till Niamh gave up the ghost or finally just gave up, whichever came first. And Tim wondered about this last, he did. It seemed that hate could kill a person although, when he thought about it, hate hadn’t yet killed him so perhaps it wouldn’t kill his mother either.

  




  

    Unlike so many farms in Cumbria, which maintained some distance from villages and hamlets, Bryan Beck farm sat just at the edge of the village, and it comprised an ancient Elizabethan manor house, an equally ancient barn, and an even more ancient cottage. Beyond these the farm’s pastures opened up, and in these grazed sheep, although they were not the property of Tim’s father but rather belonged to a farmer who rented the land from him. They lent the farm ‘an authentic look’, Tim’s father liked to say, and were in keeping with ‘the tradition of the Lakes’, whatever that was supposed to mean. Ian Cresswell was no bloody farmer and as far as Tim personally was concerned, the stupid sheep were a great deal safer with his father keeping his distance from them.

  




  

    By the time Niamh had pulled the Volvo into the drive, Gracie was in full blub mode. She seemed to think if she sobbed loud enough, their mother would turn the car around and take them back to Grange-over-Sands instead of what she had planned, which was to give them the boot just to mind-fuck their father and then dash off to Milnthorpe to body-fuck her poor twit of a boyfriend in the kitchen of his stupid Chinese takeaway.

  




  

    ‘Mummy! Mummy!’ Gracie was crying. ‘His car’s not even here. I’m scared to go inside if his car’s not here’cause he’s not home and—’

  




  

    ‘Grace, stop it this instant,’ Niamh snapped. ‘You’re acting like a two-year-old. He’s gone to the shops, that’s all. There’re lights on in the house and the other car’s here. I expect you can work out what that means.’

  




  

    She wouldn’t say the name, naturally. She might have added, ‘Your father’s lodger is at home,’ with that nasty emphasis that communicated volumes. But that would be to acknowledge Kaveh Mehran’s existence, which she had no intention of doing. She did say, ‘Timothy,’ meaningfully, and inclined her head towards the house. This meant he was to drag Gracie from the car and march her through the garden gate to the door because Niamh didn’t intend to do it.

  




  

    He shoved his door open. He tossed his rucksack over the low stone wall and then jerked open his sister’s door. He said, ‘Out,’ and grabbed her arm.

  




  

    She shrieked, ‘No!’ and ‘I won’t!’ and began to kick.

  




  

    Niamh unfastened Gracie’s safety belt and said, ‘Stop making a scene. The whole village will think I’m killing you.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t care! I don’t care!’ Gracie sobbed. ‘I want to go with you. Mummy!’

  




  

    ‘Oh, for the love of God.’ Then Niamh was out of the car as well, but not to help Tim manage his sister. Instead, she grabbed Gracie’s rucksack, opened it, and threw it over the wall. It landed – this was a mercy at least – on Gracie’s trampoline, where its contents spilled out into the rain. Among those contents was Gracie’s favourite doll, not one of those hideously misshapen fantasy women with feet in the wear-high-heels position and nippleless tits at attention, but a baby doll so scarily realistic that to toss it out to land on its head in the middle of a trampoline should have been considered child abuse.

  




  

    At this Gracie screamed. Tim shot his mother a look. Niamh said, ‘What did you expect me to do?’ And then to Gracie, ‘If you don’t want it ruined, I suggest you fetch it.’

  




  

    Gracie was out of the car in a flash. She was into the garden and up onto the trampoline and cradling her doll, still weeping, her tears now mixed with the falling rain. Tim said to his mother, ‘Nice one, Mum.’

  




  

    She said, ‘Talk to your father about it.’

  




  

    That was, of course, her answer to everything. Talk to your father, as if he, who he was, and what he’d done comprised the excuse for every rotten thing Niamh Cresswell did.

  




  

    Tim slammed the door and turned away. He went into the garden while behind him he heard the Volvo take off, bearing his mother to wherever because he didn’t much care. She could fuck whatever loser she wanted to fuck, as far as he was concerned.

  




  

    In front of him, Gracie sat howling on her trampoline. Had it not been raining, she would have jumped upon it, wearing herself out because that’s what she did and she did it every day, just as what he did was what he did and he did it every day as well.

  




  

    He scooped up his rucksack and watched her for a moment. Pain in the arse, she was, but she didn’t deserve what she’d been handed. He went over to the trampoline and reached for her rucksack. ‘Gracie,’ he said, ‘let’s go inside.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not,’ she said. ‘I’m not, I’m not.’ She clutched her doll to her bosom, which caused a little tear in Tim’s own chest.

  




  

    He couldn’t remember the doll’s name. He said, ‘Look, I’ll check for spiders, Gracie, and I’ll get rid of cobwebs. You can put . . . whatsername . . . in her cot—’

  




  

    ‘Bella. She’s called Bella,’ Gracie sniffed.

  




  

    ‘All right. Bella-she’s-called-Bella. You can put Bella-she’s-called-Bella in her cot and I’ll . . . I’ll brush your hair. Okay? The way you like it. I’ll do it up the way you like it.’

  




  

    Gracie looked at him. She rubbed her arm over her eyes. Her hair, which was a source of unending pride, was getting wet and soon enough it would be frizzy and unbrushable. She fingered a long and luxurious lock of it. She said, ‘French plaits?’ so hopefully that he couldn’t deny her.

  




  

    He sighed. ‘All right. French plaits. But you got to come now, or I won’t.’

  




  

    ‘’Kay.’ She scooted to the edge of the trampoline and handed him Bella-she’s-called-Bella. He stowed the doll headfirst into Gracie’s rucksack and carried this along with his to the house. Gracie followed, scuffling her feet in the gravel on the garden path.

  




  

    Everything changed when they got inside, though. They went in through the kitchen at the east side of the house, where a roast stood on the top of the primitive range in the fireplace, its juices congealing in the pan beneath it. A pot next to this pan held sprouts gone cold. A salad was wilting on the draining board. Tim and Gracie hadn’t had their dinner, but by the look of things here, neither had their father.

  




  

    ‘Ian?’

  




  

    Tim felt his insides harden at the sound of Kaveh Mehran’s voice. Cautious, it was. A little tense?

  




  

    Tim said roughly, ‘No. It’s us.’

  




  

    A pause. Then, ‘Timothy? Gracie?’ as if it might actually be someone else mimicking his voice, Tim thought. There was noise from the firehouse, something being dragged across the flagstones and onto the carpet, a bleak ‘What a mess’ and Tim experienced a wonderful moment in which he understood they’d probably had a fight – his dad and Kaveh going after each other’s jugular with blood everywhere and wouldn’t that be a treat. He headed towards the firehouse. Gracie followed.

  




  

    To Tim’s disappointment, all was well within. No overturned furniture, no blood, no guts. The noise had come from Kaveh dragging the heavy, old games table from in front of the fireplace back to where it belonged. He looked down-in-the-mouth, though, and that was enough for Gracie to forget that she herself was a walking emotional smash-up. She hurried over to the bloke straightaway.

  




  

    ‘Oh Kaveh,’ she cried. ‘Is something wrong?’ whereupon the bugger dropped onto the sofa, shook his head, and put his face in his hands.

  




  

    Gracie sat on the sofa next to Kaveh and put her arm round his shoulders. ‘Won’t you tell me?’ she asked him. ‘Please tell me, Kaveh.’

  




  

    But Kaveh said nothing.

  




  

    Obviously, Tim thought, he and their dad had had an argument of some sort and their dad had taken off in a temper. Good, he decided. He hoped they both were suffering. If his dad drove off the side of a cliff, that would be fine by him.

  




  

    ‘Has something happened to your mummy?’ Gracie was asking Kaveh. She even smoothed the bloke’s greasy hair. ‘Has something happened to your dad? C’n I get you a cup of tea, Kaveh? Does your head hurt? D’you have a tummy ache?’

  




  

    Well, Tim thought, Gracie was taken care of. Her own cares forgotten, she’d bustle round playing nurse. He dropped her rucksack inside the firehouse door, and himself crossed to the room’s other door where a small square hall offered an uneven staircase to the first floor of the house.

  




  

    His laptop occupied a rickety desk beneath the window in his bedroom, and the window itself looked out on the front garden and the village green beyond it. It was nearly dark now and the rain was coming down in sheets. The wind had picked up, piling the leaves from the maples beneath benches on the green and tossing them helter-skelter into the street. Lights were on in the terrace of houses across the green, and in the ramshackle cottage where George Cowley lived with his son, Tim could see movement behind a thin curtain. He watched for a moment – a man and his son and it looked to him like they were conversing but what did he know, really, of what was going on – and then he turned to his computer.

  




  

    He logged on. The connection was slow. It was like waiting for water to freeze. Below him, he could hear the murmur of Gracie’s voice and in a moment the sound of the stereo being turned on. She was thinking that music would make Kaveh feel better. Tim couldn’t think why, as music did sod all for him.

  




  

    Finally. He got onto his email and checked for messages. There was one especially that he sought. He’d been waiting anxiously to see how things were going to develop, and there was no way he could have assessed this from his mother’s laptop. Absolutely no way.

  




  

    Toy4You had finally made the proposition that Tim had been angling for. He read it over and thought for a while. It was little enough to ask for what Tim expected to get in return, so he typed the message he’d been waiting to type these many weeks of playing Toy4You along.

  




  

    Yeah, but if I do it, I need something in return.

  




  

    He hit send and couldn’t help smiling. He knew exactly what he wanted in exchange for the favour that was being asked of him.

  




  

    Lake Windermere

  




  

    Cumbria

  




  

    Ian Cresswell had cooled off long before he reached the lake, as reaching the lake necessitated a twenty-minute drive. But the cooling off only applied to Ian’s need to explode. The feelings beneath that need had not changed, and betrayal was first among them.

  




  

    Our situations are different didn’t appease Ian any longer. It had been fine at first. He’d been so besotted with Kav that the fact that the younger man might not himself do what he’d successfully demanded of Ian had barely registered in Ian’s mind. It had been enough to walk out of the house in the company of Kaveh Mehran. It had been enough to leave behind his wife and his children in order – he declared to himself, to Kaveh, and to them, for God’s sake – finally and openly to be who he was. No more slithering off to Lancaster, no more nameless groping and nameless fucking and feeling the momentary relief of taking part in an act that was, for once, not such a miserable chore. He’d done that for years in the belief that protecting others from what he’d admitted to himself when it was too late to do anything about it was more important than owning himself as he knew now he was meant to be owned. Kaveh had taught him that. Kaveh had said, ‘It’s them or it’s me’ and had knocked on the door and walked into the house and said ‘Do you tell them or do I tell them, Ian?’ and instead of saying Who the hell are you and what’re you doing here? Ian had heard himself make the declaration and out he’d walked, leaving Niamh to explain to the kids if she cared to explain, and he wondered now what the hell he’d been thinking, what sort of madness had overcome him, whether he had actually been suffering from a mental disease of one kind or another.

  




  

    He wondered this not because he didn’t love Kaveh Mehran and still want him in a manner that felt like a form of insane obsession. He wondered it because he hadn’t stopped to consider what that moment had done to them all. And he wondered it because he hadn’t stopped to consider what it might mean if Kaveh didn’t do the same for Ian as Ian had done for him.

  




  

    To Ian, Kaveh’s making the declaration seemed simple enough and far less damaging than what Ian had done. Oh, he understood that Kav’s parents were foreigners, but they were foreigners in culture and religion only. They’d lived in Manchester for more than a decade so they were hardly adrift in an ethnic sea of which they had no understanding. It had been more than a year now that they’d lived together – he and Kaveh – and it was time for Kaveh to speak the truth about what he and Ian Cresswell were to each other. The fact that Kaveh could not embrace that simple fact and share it with his parents . . . The unfairness of it all made Ian rail.

  




  

    That need to rail was what he wanted to get out of his system. For he well knew that railing would accomplish exactly nothing.

  




  

    The gates stood open at Ireleth Hall when he arrived, which generally meant that someone was visiting. Ian didn’t want to see that someone or anyone else, however, so instead of heading towards the medieval house that loomed above the lake, he took a side route that led directly down to the water and to the stone boathouse built on its shore.

  




  

    Here he kept his scull. It was sleek, low in the water, tricky to climb into from the stone dock that ran round three sides of the boathouse’s dim interior, and just as tricky to climb out of. This trickiness was intensified at the moment by the lack of illumination in the boathouse itself. Generally the light provided by the waterside doorway was sufficient, but the day had been overcast in the first place and now it was getting dark. That, however, couldn’t be allowed to matter because Ian needed to be out on the lake, digging the hatchet blades into the water, increasing his speed and burning his muscles, till the sweat pouring from him allowed him to experience nothing but effort alone.

  




  

    He untied the scull’s dock line and held the shell close to the dock’s edge. There were three stone steps into the water not far from the lakeside entry to the boathouse, but he’d found that using them was risky. Over time the lake water had encouraged algae to grow upon them, and no one had cleaned the steps in years. Ian could have done easily enough, but only when he used the scull did he actually think about the matter of seeing to the steps and when he used the scull it was generally because he needed to use it and he needed to use it as soon as possible.

  




  

    This evening was no different. With the dock line in one hand and the other on the gunwale of the shell to hold it steady, he lowered himself gingerly into the scull, balancing his weight precariously so that he didn’t flip the craft and fling himself into the water. He sat. He coiled the line and placed it into the bow. He fixed his feet into the stretchers and he pushed off from the dock. He was facing outward so it was a simple matter to ease the scull towards the archway and onto the lake.

  




  

    The rain, which had begun during his drive to Ireleth Hall, was falling more determinedly now and had he not wanted to work the tension out of his body, Ian would not have continued at that point. But rain was a small matter and it wasn’t raining as hard as it could. Besides, he didn’t intend to be out that long. Just for the time it took him to send himself flying over the water north in the direction of Windermere. When he’d worked up a sweat, he’d return to the boathouse.

  




  

    He fixed the long oars into their rectangular locks. He adjusted the position of the looms. He gave an experimental movement of his legs to ensure that the seat ran smoothly on its slides and then he was ready to set out. Less than ten seconds saw him some distance from the boathouse and heading to the centre of the lake.

  




  

    From there, he could see the shape of Ireleth Hall with its tower, its gables, and its many chimneys telling the tale of the centuries that had gone into its making. Lights shone from the drawing room’s bay windows and from the first floor bedroom of the owners of the place. On the south side of the building the massive geometrical shapes of the topiary garden – gloomy against the evening sky – rose above the stone walls that enclosed them, and some one hundred yards away from this and hidden from Ireleth Hall itself, more lights poured from every floor of another tower, twin to the structure that was the earliest part of Ireleth Hall but in this case a folly built to resemble the stern and square pele towers of Cumbria and used to house one of the most useless females that Ian Cresswell had ever encountered.

  




  

    He turned from the sight of hall, the tower, and the topiary garden, country home of his uncle, a man whom he loved but did not understand. ‘I accept you so you must accept me,’ Bernard Fairclough had said to him, ‘because we all live lives of accommodation.’

  




  

    Ian wondered about this, however, just as he wondered about debts to be paid and to whom such payment needed to go. It was one other thing on his mind this evening. It was one other thing that kept him out on the water.

  




  

    The lake was not a lonely place. Because of its size – the largest body of water in Cumbria – a few small towns and villages sprang up intermittently on its shores, and in scattered areas within the rest of the undeveloped landscape the occasional slate-fronted house stood, either a country home long ago converted into a high-priced hotel or a private domicile that usually spoke of a well-heeled individual with the funds to live in more than one place because as autumn gave way to winter, the lakes became unwelcoming to those who weren’t prepared for heavy wind and snow.

  




  

    Thus, Ian felt no sense of isolation out on the water. True, he was the only one rowing at the moment, but there was comfort along the shore where boats used by members of a local club and boats, kayaks, canoes, and sculls belonging to inhabitants of the lakeside houses had not yet been removed from the water for the coming winter.

  




  

    He couldn’t have said how long he rowed. It couldn’t have been long, he thought, as it didn’t seem as if he’d gained much distance. He’d not yet come upon the Beech Hill Hotel from which he’d be able to see clearly the hulk of Belle Isle lying low in the water. That usually marked the halfway point of his workout, but he realised he must have been more exhausted than he thought from his discussion with Kaveh because he found his muscles were growing weary, telling him it was time for turning back.

  




  

    He sat for a moment, unmoving. He could hear traffic noise from the A592, which ran along the east shore of the lake. But aside from the rain hitting the water and against his windcheater, that was it. Birds were abed, and everyone of sense was indoors.

  




  

    Ian breathed deeply. A shiver shuddered through him, someone walking on his grave, he thought wryly. Either that or the weather, which was far more likely. Even in the rain, he caught the scent of wood smoke from a chimney nearby and in his mind he pictured a warming blaze, himself in front of it with his legs stretched out, and next to him Kaveh. In a similar chair, holding in his hand a similar glass of wine, taking part in a desultory end-of-day conversation of the kind millions of couples had in millions of homes all over the planet.

  




  

    That, he told himself, was what he wanted. That and the peace that came with it. It didn’t seem so much to ask: just a life moving forward as other lives did.

  




  

    Some minutes passed in this way: with limited sounds, Ian at rest, the scull moving gently with the rhythm of the water. Had it not been raining, he might even have dozed. But as it was, he was becoming progressively wetter and it was time to head back to the boathouse.

  




  

    He reckoned he’d been on the water for more than an hour, and it was in complete darkness that he made his final approach to the shore. By this time, trees were mere shapes on the land: angular conifers as solid as standing stones, wispier birches line drawn against the sky and among them maples with palmate leaves trembling as the rain beat upon them. A path among them led down to the boathouse, a fanciful structure when seen from the water for even now despite the weather and the hour, the shape of it formed a mass of crenellation, slate, and limestone and its weatherside doorway rose in a gothic arch more suitable for a church than for a shelter for boats.

  




  

    The light had burned out above this doorway, Ian saw. It should have come on with the fall of darkness, illuminating the exterior of the boathouse even if it did little to shed light on the building’s insides. But where a yellow glow would have – at least in better weather – attracted moths, there was nothing at all. Along with the algae on the jetty steps, it was something else to be seen to.

  




  

    He aimed for the arched opening and glided within. The boathouse was nowhere near the main house, nor was it near the tower folly, so there was nothing – no hint of distant light – to break the gloom, and the darkness was absolute. There were three other craft stored there. A well-used fishing rowing boat, a speedboat, and a canoe of uncertain vintage and even more uncertain seaworthiness were tied up haphazardly along the front and the right side of the dock. It was necessary to work one’s way among them to get back to the far end where the scull had been tied, and Ian was able to do this by feel although he caught his hand between the rowing boat and the scull and he swore as the fibreglass of one smashed his knuckles into the wood of the other.

  




  

    The same thing happened against the stone dock, and he felt the blood this time. He said, ‘Blast,’ and pressed his knuckles against his side for a moment. The damn things hurt like the dickens and told him that whatever else he did, he needed to do it with care.

  




  

    There was a torch in his car, and he had enough sense of humour remaining to congratulate himself for having left it there where it would do him absolutely no bloody good. More carefully this time, he reached out for the dock, found it, and then sought the cleat to tie up the scull. At least, he thought, he could make a cleat hitch in light or in dark, in rain or in shine. He did so and released his feet from the stretchers. Then he shifted his weight and reached for the dock to heave himself up and out of the shell.

  




  

    As these things do, it happened when the balance of his weight was on a single stone of the dock and his body was momentarily arched out of the scull and over the water. The stone that should have taken his weight – and now apparently too long in place on the dock to do so – became dislodged. He fell forward, and the scull – tied only at its bow – shot backwards. Down he went into the frigid water.

  




  

    On his way, his head slammed into the slate from which the dock had long ago been fashioned. He was unconscious when he hit the water, and within a few minutes he was also dead.
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    Wandsworth

  




  

    London

  




  

    Their arrangement was the same as it had been from the first. She would communicate in some way, and he would go to her. Sometimes it was a quarter smile, just an upturn of her lips gone so quickly that anyone unaware of what it meant would not even have noticed. Sometimes it was the word tonight? murmured as they passed in a corridor. At other times she said something openly if, perhaps, they met on the stairway or in the officers’ mess or if, perhaps, they saw each other in the underground car park arriving by chance at the same moment in the morning. But in any case, he waited until she gave the word. He didn’t like it this way, but there was no other. She would not under any circumstances come to him and, even had she been willing to do so, she was his superior officer so he was hers to command. It did not work the other way round.

  




  

    He’d tried it only once, early on in their arrangement. He’d thought it might mean something had she spent the night with him in Belgravia, as if their relationship had turned some sort of corner although he wasn’t exactly certain that he wanted it to do so. She’d said firmly in that way she had of making things so pellucid there were no further avenues of discussion available to him, That will never happen, Thomas. And the fact she called him Thomas rather than the more intimate Tommy by which his every friend and colleague referred to him said more than the other, larger truth that he knew she would not say: the house in Eaton Terrace was still redolent of his murdered wife, and eight months after her death on the front steps of the building, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to do a single thing about that. He was insightful enough to realise that there was little likelihood of any woman’s sleeping in his bed while Helen’s clothes still hung in the wardrobe, while Helen’s scent bottles still stood on the dressing table where Helen’s hairbrush still held strands of Helen’s hair. Until Helen’s presence was eradicated from the house, he could not realistically hope to share it with anyone else, even for a night. So he was caught, and when Isabelle said that word – tonight? – he went to her, drawn by a force that was at once a physical need and a form of oblivion, however brief.

  




  

    He did as much on this evening. In the afternoon they’d had a meeting with the head of IPCC on the matter of a complaint registered that past summer by a solicitor on behalf her client: a paranoid schizophrenic who had run into traffic in a London street while being pursued by the police. The resulting internal injuries and fractured skull demanded monetary compensation, and the solicitor meant to have it. The police complaints commission was investigating the matter and this constituted meeting upon meeting with everyone involved explaining his or her take on the story, with CCTV footage viewed, with eye-witnesses interviewed, and with the London tabloids breathlessly eager to snatch up the story and run with it as soon as the IPCC made a determination as to guilt, innocence, malfeasance, accident, circumstances beyond anyone’s control, or whatever else they chose to conclude. The meeting had been tense. He was as tightly strung as Isabelle at its conclusion.

  




  

    She’d said to him as they walked through the corridors to return to their offices in Victoria Block, I’d like to have you tonight, Thomas, if you’ve the energy. Dinner and a shag. Very good steaks, very nice wine, very clean sheets. Not Egyptian cotton as I expect yours are, but fresh all the same.

  




  

    And then the smile and something in her eyes that he’d not yet been able to interpret, these three months after they’d first coupled in the soulless bedroom of her basement flat. Damn if he didn’t want her, he thought. It had to do with an act the nature of which allowed him to believe he’d mastered her when the truth was she had quickly mastered him.

  




  

    The arrangement was simple enough. She would go to the shops, and he could either go straight to the flat and let himself in with his key or go to his own home first on one pretext or another, killing time till making the drive to that dismal street at the halfway point between Wandsworth prison and a cemetery. He chose the latter. It allowed him the semblance of being his own man.

  




  

    To further this illusion, he took his time with his preparations: reading his post, having a shower and a shave, returning a phone call from his mother on the matter of rainwater heads along the west side of the house in Cornwall. Should they be replaced or repaired, did he think? Winter’s coming, darling, and with the rain getting heavier . . . It was a pretext call on her part. She wanted to know how he was, but she didn’t like to ask directly. She knew very well that the rainwater heads had to be repaired. They could not possibly be replaced. It was a listed building, after all. It would probably be falling down round their ears before they’d receive permission to alter it. They chatted on of family matters. How was his brother doing? he asked, which was family code for Is he still coping without turning back to cocaine, heroin, or whatever other substance he might use to remove himself from reality? The answer was Perfectly well, darling. This was family code for I’m monitoring him, as always, and you’ve no cause to worry about it. How was his sister? meant had Judith yet given up the idea of permanent widowhood, to which the answer Terribly busy as always was code for She has no intention of risking another dreadful marriage, believe me. So went the conversation till all topics were exhausted and his mother said, I do so hope we’ll see you for Christmas, Tommy, and he assured her that she would.

  




  

    After that, with no other reason to keep him in Belgravia, he worked his way over to the river and south from there to Wandsworth Bridge. He reached the house in which Isabelle lived just after half past seven. Parking was murder in the area, but he got lucky when a van pulled away from the kerb some thirty yards down the street.

  




  

    At Isabelle’s door, he fished out his key. He had it in the lock and was letting himself in when she opened the door from within and quickly stepped outside onto the flagstones of the area at the base of the stairs from the pavement above them. She shut the door behind her.

  




  

    She said, ‘We can’t tonight. Something’s come up. I would have rung your mobile but I couldn’t. I’m sorry.’

  




  

    He was nonplussed. Stupidly, he looked over her shoulder at the panels of the closed door. He said, ‘Who’s here?’ because that much was obvious enough. Another man, he reckoned, and in that he was right although it was not a man he expected.

  




  

    ‘Bob,’ she said.

  




  

    Her former husband. How could this, he wondered, possibly be a problem? ‘And?’ he enquired pleasantly.

  




  

    ‘Thomas, it’s awkward. Sandra’s with him. The boys as well.’

  




  

    Bob’s wife. The twin sons that were Isabelle’s own, children of her five-year marriage. They were eight years old and he had yet to meet them. As far as he knew, they’d not even been into London to see her.

  




  

    He said, ‘This is good, Isabelle. He’s brought them to you, then?’

  




  

    ‘You don’t understand,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t expecting—’

  




  

    ‘I know that, obviously. So I’ll meet them, we’ll have dinner, and I’ll leave.’

  




  

    ‘He doesn’t know about you.’

  




  

    ‘Who?’

  




  

    ‘Bob. I’ve not told him. This was all a surprise. He and Sandra have come into town for some sort of dinner. A big affair. They’re dressed up to the nines. They’ve brought the boys and they thought we could spend some time – the boys and I – while they’re at this event.’

  




  

    ‘They didn’t phone you first? What if you hadn’t been at home? What would he have done with them then? Have them wait in the car while he went to dinner?’

  




  

    She looked irritated. ‘You know, that’s hardly important, Thomas. The fact is, I am at home and they’re here in London. I’ve not seen the boys in weeks, this is the first time he’s actually allowing me to be alone with them, and I have no intention of—’

  




  

    ‘What?’ He looked at her more evenly now. She was pinched round the mouth. He knew what this meant. She was wanting a drink and the last thing she’d now be able to do was to have one. ‘What is it you suppose I’d do, Isabelle? Corrupt them with my dissolute ways?’

  




  

    ‘Don’t be difficult. This has nothing to do with you.’

  




  

    ‘Tell them I’m your colleague, then.’

  




  

    ‘A colleague with the key to my door?’

  




  

    ‘For the love of God, if he knows I have the key to your door—’

  




  

    ‘He doesn’t. And he won’t. I told him I thought I heard someone knock and I’ve come to check if anyone’s at the door.’

  




  

    ‘Are you aware you’re contradicting yourself?’ Again, he looked beyond her shoulder to the door. He said, ‘Isabelle, is there someone else in there? Not Bob at all? Not his wife? Not the boys?’

  




  

    She drew herself taller. She was six feet tall, nearly his height, and he knew what it meant when she made the most of that fact. ‘What are you suggesting?’ she demanded. ‘That I’ve another lover? God in heaven. I cannot believe you’re doing this. You know what this means to me. These are my children. You’ll meet them and Bob and Sandra and God only knows who else when I’m ready and not before. Now I’ve got to get back inside before he comes to see what’s happening, and you’ve got to go. We’ll talk about this tomorrow.’

  




  

    ‘And if I walk in anyway? You leave me out here, I use the key, I come inside? What then?’ Even as he spoke the words, he couldn’t believe it of himself. His dignity seemed to have gone the way of his brains, his patience, and his self-control.

  




  

    She knew it. He could see that in her eyes no matter what else she was able to hide from him so well. She said, ‘Let’s forget you said that,’ and she went inside, leaving him to cope with what looked every moment more like a tantrum thrown by a five year old.

  




  

    God, what had he been thinking? he wondered. Thomas Lynley, detective inspector of New Scotland Yard, titled member of the landed gentry, graduate of Oxford University with a first class degree in being a fool.
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    He managed to avoid her quite successfully for two days although he was able to tell himself that he wasn’t attempting to avoid her at all because he spent those days hanging about the Royal Courts of Justice. There his testimony had been called for in the ongoing trial of a serial killer with whom he’d come into very close and nearly fatal contact the previous February. After those two days, however, his presence being no longer required in the vicinity of Courtroom Number One, he politely refused three requests from journalists for interviews, which he knew would end up touching upon the one subject he could not face touching upon – the death of his wife – and he returned to New Scotland Yard. There Isabelle unsurprisingly asked him if he’d been avoiding her since he’d phoned in his necessary absences not to her but to the departmental secretary. He said of course not and what possible reason had he to avoid her and he’d been at court as had been his longtime partner DS Barbara Havers. Surely Isabelle didn’t think DS Havers was also trying to avoid her?

  




  

    He shouldn’t have said this last because it gave too much away and what it gave away was the truth of the matter which was, naturally, that he hadn’t particularly wished to have a conversation with Isabelle till he’d sorted out in his own head the reasons for his reaction at the door to her flat. Isabelle said that, frankly, avoiding her was precisely what she’d expect DS Havers to be doing as she made a regular habit of that. To which he’d replied Be that as it may, I’m not trying to do so.

  




  

    She said, ‘You’re angry and you’ve a right to be, Tommy. I behaved badly. He turned up with the children and I was completely unnerved. But see it from my position, please. It’s not beyond Bob to phone one of the higher-ups here and drop the word: ‘Are you aware that acting Detective Superintendent Ardery is having it off with a subordinate officer? Just thought you might want to know.’ And he’d do that, Tommy. He would do that. And you know what would happen if he did.’

  




  

    He thought she was being paranoid, but he didn’t say as much. To do so would lead them into an argument, if not here in her office to which she’d summoned him then somewhere else. He said, ‘You could be right,’ and when she said, ‘So . . . ?’ he knew that it was another way of saying Tonight, then? so that they could see to what they’d had to postpone. Steaks, wine, a shag that would be very energetic and very, very good. Which, he realised, was the hell of it for him. Isabelle in bed was inventive and exciting, and in bed was the only place she allowed him even a moment of control over her.

  




  

    He was considering her proposition when Dorothea Harriman, the lithesome and well-turned-out departmental secretary, popped into the doorway, which he’d left open. She said, ‘Detective Inspector Lynley?’ and when he turned, ‘I’ve just had a call. I’m afraid you’re wanted.’

  




  

    ‘By whom, Dee?’ He assumed he was meant to return to the Old Bailey for some reason.

  




  

    ‘Himself.’

  




  

    ‘Ah.’ Not the Old Bailey, then. Himself would be the assistant commissioner, Sir David Hillier. When Hillier beckoned, one set off to do his bidding. ‘Now?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘That would be the case. And he’s not here. You’re to go straight to his club.’

  




  

    ‘At this hour? What’s he doing at his club?’

  




  

    Harriman shrugged. ‘Not a clue. But you’re meant to be there as soon as possible. Traffic permitting, he’d like you there in fifteen minutes. His secretary made that clear.’

  




  

    ‘That seals it, then, doesn’t it?’ He turned back to Isabelle and said, ‘If you’ll excuse me, guv?’ When she gave a curt nod, he went on his way, everything still unresolved between them.

  




  

    Sir David Hillier’s club was near Portland Place, and it was a ludicrous idea that Lynley would be able to get there from New Scotland Yard within fifteen minutes. But the mention of time suggested urgency, so he took a cab and told the driver to rat-run and, for God’s sake, to do everything possible to avoid Piccadilly Circus, a regular source of congestion. That got him to Twins – Hillier’s club – in twenty-two minutes, something of a record considering the time of day.

  




  

    Twins had been fashioned from three of the few remaining town-houses in the area not razed by someone’s idea of redevelopment in the nineteenth century. It was marked only by a discreet bronze plaque to the right of the doorbell and by an azure flag with the eponymous founders of the club memorialised upon it. They’d been conjoined, or so at least it seemed by their depiction on the flag. As far as Lynley knew, no one had delved deeply enough into the history of the place to learn whether this was an apocryphal account of the club’s genesis.

  




  

    He was admitted not by a doorman but rather by an elderly woman in black with a crisp white pinafore pinned to her chest. She looked like someone from another century and, as things developed, she moved like that as well. He stated his business in an entry hung with Victorian paintings of uncertain quality that loomed above a marble draughtsboard floor. The woman nodded and negotiated something like a three-point turn before leading him to a door to the right of an impressive staircase broken by a mezzanine. There a sculpture of Venus on the half-shell stood, backed by a window that arched to display the upper part of a garden, evidenced by the remains of a tree strangled by ivy.

  




  

    The woman knocked, opened, and admitted him into a darkly panelled dining room, closing the door behind him. The room was empty of diners at this hour but occupied by two men at one of the linen-covered tables. They had a porcelain coffee service between them. There were three cups.

  




  

    One of the men was the assistant commissioner, and the other was a bespectacled bloke who was, perhaps, too well-dressed for the time of day and the present environment although, for that matter, so was Hillier. They seemed of an age but unlike Hillier, the other man had a receding hairline that he emphasised rather than hid, by combing his remaining locks straight back where they lay flat against his skull in defiance of fashion and looks. His hair was uniform in colour – mousy brown would have best described it – and thus seemed to be dyed. Also in defiance of fashion, his spectacles were thick-rimmed with enormous black frames, and these in combination with an astoundingly overlarge upper lip unmatched to his lower made him look like someone begging to be caricatured. This, in fact, suggested to Lynley that he knew of the man, although he couldn’t have stated his name.

  




  

    Hillier did that. ‘Lord Fairclough,’ he said. ‘Bernard, this is DI Lynley.’

  




  

    Fairclough stood. He was far shorter than both Lynley and Hillier, perhaps five feet five inches, and he carried something of a gut on him. His handshake was firm, and during the ensuing meeting, nothing he said or did indicated that he was anything but strong-willed and confident.

  




  

    ‘David’s told me about you,’ Fairclough said. ‘I hope we can work well together.’ His accent placed him from the north and spoke of an education decidedly not undergone in a hallowed public school. He glanced at Hillier. It was completely like the AC to rub elbows with someone in possession of a title. It was completely unlike the AC, on the other hand, to do this elbow-rubbing with someone whose title had come not via the blood but rather, like his, via the Honours List.

  




  

    ‘Lord Fairclough and I were knighted on the same day,’ Hillier said as if he felt an explanation for their association was required. He added, ‘Fairclough Industries,’ as a means of clarification, as if the name of Fairclough’s source of wealth – if he had any – would be apparent at once.

  




  

    ‘Ah,’ Lynley said.

  




  

    Fairclough smiled. ‘The Fairloo,’ he said by means of clarification.

  




  

    That did it, of course, as it would do. Bernard Fairclough had come to prominence because of a most unusual lavatory first invented and then widely produced by Fairclough Industries. He’d sealed his place in the firmament of those receiving titles from a grateful nation, however, by establishing a charitable foundation whose focus was raising funds to research a cure for pancreatic cancer. However, Fairclough had never been able to escape his association with the lavatory, and much amusement had been generated by tabloids referring to his knighthood and subsequent elevation to the peerage with such declarations as ‘It was a royal flush.’

  




  

    Hillier gestured at the table. Lynley was meant to join them. Without asking, Hillier poured him a cup of coffee and, as Lynley sat and Fairclough resumed his own place at the table, slid the cup in his direction along with the milk and sugar.

  




  

    ‘Bernard’s asked a favour of us,’ Hillier said. ‘It’s an entirely confidential matter.’

  




  

    Which explained their meeting at Twins, Lynley thought. Which also explained their meeting at Twins at a time of day when the only members in the building were probably either dozing over newspapers in the library or playing squash in a basement gym. Lynley nodded but said nothing. He glanced at Fairclough, who removed a white handkerchief from his pocket and patted it against his forehead. This bore a moderate sheen of sweat. It was not overly warm in the room.

  




  

    He said, ‘My nephew – Ian Cresswell, my late sister’s son – drowned ten days ago. South end of Lake Windermere sometime after seven in the evening. His body wasn’t found till the next afternoon. My wife was the one who found him.’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry to hear it.’ It was, of course, an automatic response to being given such information. Hearing it, Fairclough’s face remained a blank.

  




  

    ‘Valerie likes to fish,’ he told Lynley, a remark which sounded apropos of nothing till he went on with, ‘She takes a small rowing boat out a few times each week. Odd hobby for a woman but there it is. She’s fished for years. We keep the boat along with several other craft in a boathouse on the property, and that’s where Ian’s body was. Facedown in the water, open gash on his head although at that point there was no blood.’

  




  

    ‘What seems to have happened?’

  




  

    ‘Lost his footing getting out of a single scull. It’s how he took his exercise, the scull. He went down, hit his head on the dock – it’s stone – and fell into the water.’

  




  

    ‘Couldn’t swim or unconscious?’

  




  

    ‘The latter. A terrible accident. According to the inquest.’

  




  

    ‘You think otherwise?’

  




  

    Fairclough turned in his seat. He seemed to look at a painting over a fireplace at the far side of the room. This was a circus scene painted in the style of Hogarth: part of the rake’s progress, with assorted human oddities from the circus in place of the rake. It was another vote for the conjoined twins. They’d have been circus material, certainly. Fairclough studied the scene depicted before he finally said, ‘He fell because two large stones were loose on the dock. They became dislodged.’

  




  

    ‘I see.’

  




  

    Hillier said, ‘Bernard thinks there’s a chance the stones had some help, Tommy. The boathouse has stood for more than a hundred years and it was built to stand a hundred more. So was the dock.’

  




  

    ‘Yet if the coroner has ruled an accident—’

  




  

    ‘I don’t actually disbelieve him,’ Fairclough said quickly. ‘But . . .’ He looked at Hillier as if asking the AC to finish.

  




  

    Hillier complied. ‘Bernard wants to be certain it was an accident, as anyone might. There are family concerns.’

  




  

    ‘What sort of family concerns?’

  




  

    The other men were silent. Lynley looked from one to the other. He said, ‘I can hardly make certain of anything if I’m in the dark, Lord Fairclough.’

  




  

    ‘It’s Bernard,’ Fairclough said although Hillier’s look in his direction suggested that such familiarity was going to breed the usual. ‘It’s Bernie, actually, among the family. But Bernard will do.’ Fairclough reached for his coffee cup. Hillier had topped it up, but it seemed that Fairclough wanted the cup more for something to do with his hands than for drinking. He turned it, examined it, and finally said, ‘I want to be certain that my son Nicholas wasn’t involved in Ian’s death.’

  




  

    Lynley let a moment hang while he absorbed this information and what it could imply about the father, the son, and the deceased nephew. He said, ‘Have you reason to believe Nicholas might be involved?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Then?’

  




  

    Again that glance towards Hillier, which prompted the AC to say, ‘Nicholas has had a . . . We’d have to call it a troubled youth. He seems to have got over it, but as he’s seemed to get over it before, Bernard’s fear is that the boy—’

  




  

    ‘A man now,’ Fairclough cut in. ‘He’s thirty-two. He’s married as well. When I look at him, things seem to have changed. He seems to have changed, but it was drugs, all sorts but particularly methamphetamine, and it went on for years, you see, since he was around thirteen. He’s lucky even to be alive at this point, and he swears he knows it. But that’s what he always said, isn’t it, time after time.’

  




  

    Lynley heard all this with a dawning of understanding as to how he fitted into what was going on. He’d never spoken of his brother to Hillier, but Hillier had snouts in every part of the Met and how unlikely was it that among the information he gathered was that which told the AC of Peter Lynley’s battles with addiction?

  




  

    ‘Then he met a woman from Argentina,’ Bernard continued. ‘She’s a real beauty, and he fell in love, but she laid down the law. She’d have nothing to do with him till he got the monkey off his back permanently. So he did so. Apparently.’

  




  

    To Lynley this seemed all the more reason that Nicholas Fairclough was uninvolved, but he waited for more and it came in fits and starts. It seemed that the dead man had grown up in the Fairclough home, playing the role of an older brother whose perfection had created footsteps too large for the younger Nicholas ever to hope he’d be able to walk in. Ian Cresswell had successfully completed schooling at St Bee’s in Cumbria, and from there achieved further success at university. This put him in position to serve as the chief of finances for Fairclough Industries as well as the man in charge of Bernard Fairclough’s personal financial affairs. These affairs, it seemed, were considerable.

  




  

    ‘No decision’s been made as to who’ll take over the daily running of the firm when I’m no longer around,’ Fairclough said. ‘But obviously, Ian was very high on the list of contenders.’

  




  

    ‘Did Nicholas know this?’

  




  

    ‘Everyone knew it.’

  




  

    ‘Does he stand to gain, then, from Ian’s death?’

  




  

    ‘As I’ve said, no decision had – or has – been made.’

  




  

    So if everyone knew where Ian stood, everyone – whoever everyone was – had a motive for murder, Lynley thought, if murder it was. Yet if the coroner had deemed it an accident, Fairclough should have been relieved, which he clearly was not. Lynley wondered idly if, despite his words, Fairclough in fact wanted his son to be the cause of his own cousin’s death. It was perverse, but in his time at the Met, Lynley had seen his share of perversity.

  




  

    ‘Exactly who is everyone?’ Lynley enquired. ‘I take it there are others besides Nicholas with a vested interest in Fairclough Industries?’

  




  

    There were, as it turned out: There were two older sisters and a former son-in-law, but it was Nicholas about whom Fairclough had concerns. Lynley could leave the rest of them alone. Not a single one of them was a killer. They lacked the bottle for it. Nicholas, it seemed, did not. And besides, with his history . . . One merely wished to be sure he had no involvement in this matter.

  




  

    ‘I’d like you to take this on,’ Hillier told Lynley. ‘You’ll have to go up to the Lakes and all of it has to be done with complete discretion.’

  




  

    A police investigation managed with complete discretion, Lynley thought. He wondered how he was meant to accomplish that.

  




  

    Hillier elucidated. ‘No one will know you’ve gone there. And the local police won’t know you’re doing this. We don’t want to give the impression that the IPCC’s about to get involved. No feathers ruffled but no stone unturned. You know how to manage that.’

  




  

    The fact was that he didn’t. And there was something else that made him uneasy. He said, ‘Superintendent Ardery is going to want to—’

  




  

    ‘I’ll handle Superintendent Ardery. I’ll handle everyone.’

  




  

    ‘So I’m to work on this completely alone?’

  




  

    ‘No one at the Yard can be involved,’ Hillier said.

  




  

    This seemed to be code for the fact that Lynley was meant to do nothing at all if Nicholas Fairclough turned out to be a killer. He was to leave him to the hands of his father, to the hands of God, or to the hands of the Furies. All of this amounted to an investigation Lynley wanted no part of. But he knew he wasn’t being requested to make a trip up to Cumbria. He was being told to do so.

  




  

    Fleet Street

  




  

    The City of London

  




  

    Rodney Aronson had clawed his way to his present position as Editor of The Source through means both fair and foul, and one of those means was the cultivation of an impressive collection of snouts. He was where he wanted to be in his life, which was sitting in an impressive if somewhat chaotic office where he could wield absolute power, but this did not prevent him from feeling grievances. He hated arrogance. He hated hypocrisy. He hated stupidity. But most of all, he hated incompetence.

  




  

    Following a story was not rocket science. Neither was chivvying it along. Following merely required three things: research, shoe leather, and doggedness. Chivvying required a willingness to see one’s fellow humans squirm and, if necessary, be squashed. If this latter requirement itself required a bit of slithering on the part of the reporter, what of it? The end product was the story and if the story was big enough with an appropriate amount of sensation attached to it, big sales were the result. Big sales translated into increased advertising, which translated into increased revenue which translated into orgasmic delight from The Source’s chairman, the cadaverous Peter Ogilvie. At all costs, Ogilvie needed to be kept well-oiled with good news in the form of profits. As to whose head or reputation rolled in pursuit of these, it mattered not.

  




  

    Granted, the story of Nicholas Fairclough’s putative redemption from the clutches of drugs had been a snore of monumental proportions. They could have used it in operating theatres in place of anaesthetic, such a soporific had it been. Now, however, things were looking up. Now, it seemed, Rodney might not have to defend the expenditure of Zed Benjamin’s initial trip to Cumbria to develop the story, no matter the incredible cost the reporter had incurred.

  




  

    But that thought brought forward the whole issue of journalistic stupidity. Rodney could not see how idiot Benjamin could have failed yet a second time to nose his way into a story when the damn smell of it was right in front of him. Another five days tramping round Cumbria had resulted in nothing but an extension of the tedious panegyric he’d already created about Nicholas Fairclough, his doped-up past, his reformed present, and his doubtless sanctified future. Other than that, there was nada to interest the typical Source reader. There was zero, nought, and double nought with nuts.

  




  

    Receiving the news from a head-hanging Benjamin that there was nothing more he could possibly add to what he’d written, Rodney knew he should kick the bloke out on his ear. He couldn’t explain to himself why he hadn’t done so, and he thought at first he might be getting soft. But then one of his snouts phoned in, passed along a delectable tip, and Rodney reckoned he might not have to sack Benjamin after all.

  




  

    What the snout had to say constituted an instructive moment, and since Rodney Aronson loved instructive moments nearly as much as he loved anything containing cacao, he sent for the red-haired giant and enjoyed a Kit Kat that he washed down with an espresso from his personal machine, this latter a gift from Butterball Betsy, a wife who knew many ways to please. That most of them were gustatory didn’t bother him.

  




  

    Rodney had finished the Kit Kat and was making himself a second espresso when Zed Benjamin lumbered into the room. Damn if he still wasn’t wearing the beanie, Rodney thought with a sigh. He had little doubt that the dumbo had yarmulked his way round Cumbria a second time, successfully putting everyone off yet again. Rodney shook his head in resignation. The folly he had to endure as Editor of The Source sometimes truly offset its delights. He decided not to mention the headgear again. If Benjamin wouldn’t take his advice, there was nothing for it but to let him sink under the weight of his own nonsensical inclinations. He’d learn or he wouldn’t, and Rodney knew which alternative was more likely. End of story.

  




  

    ‘Shut the door,’ he said to the reporter. ‘Take a seat. Give me a second here.’ He admired the creamy nature of his concoction and turned off the machine. He carried his drink to the desk and sat. ‘Death is sex,’ he said. ‘I reckoned you’d work that out for yourself, but it seems you can’t. Got to tell you, Zedekiah, this line of work might not be for you.’

  




  

    Zed looked at him. He looked at the wall. He looked at the floor. He finally said, ‘Death is sex,’ so slowly that Rodney wondered if the man’s brains had gone the way of his footwear because for some reason he was wearing not respectable shoes but instead very odd looking sandals with tyre treads for soles, along with striped socks that appeared to be handmade from remnants of yarn.

  




  

    ‘I told you the story needed sex. You went up there a second time and tried to find it. That you failed to find it I can understand, more or less. But what I can’t understand is how you failed to see the moment of potential rescue when it came. You should’ve been in here like a flash yelling eureka or cowabunga or praise Jesus, I’m saved. Well, probably not that last, all things considered, but the point is you got handed a way into the story – and this would be a way to save it and to justify the expense the paper went to in sending you up there in the first place – and you missed it. Completely. The fact that I had to discover it myself concerns me, Zed. It really does.’

  




  

    ‘She still wouldn’t talk to me, Rodney. I mean, she talked but she didn’t talk. She says she’s not what’s important. She’s his wife, they met, they fell in love, they married, they came back to England, and there’s an end to her part of the tale. From what I can tell, she’s entirely devoted to him. But everything he’s done, he’s done himself. She did tell me that it would benefit him – encourage was the word she used – if the story featured his recovery alone and not her part in it. She said something like, “You need to understand how important it is for Nicholas to be acknowledged as having achieved this on his own.” She meant his recovery. I did get that the reason for her wanting the recognition to go to him has to do with his relationship with his dad, and I shaded the story that way, but there didn’t seem to be anything more—’

  




  

    ‘I know you’re not completely stupid,’ Rodney cut in, ‘but I’m beginning to think you’re deaf. “Death is sex,” is what I said. You did hear that, didn’t you?’

  




  

    ‘Well, yeah. I did. And she’s sexy, the wife. You’d have to be blind not to—’

  




  

    ‘Forget the wife. She’s not dead, is she?’

  




  

    ‘Dead? Well, no. I mean, I reckoned you were using a metaphor, Rodney.’

  




  

    Rodney gulped down the rest of his espresso. This gave him time not to strangle the young man, which was what he badly wanted to do. He finally said, ‘Believe me, when I use a fucking metaphor, you’re going to know it. Are you aware – remotely or otherwise – that the cousin of your hero is dead? Recently dead as a matter of fact? That he died in a boathouse where he fell into the water and drowned? That the boathouse I’m speaking of is on the property of your hero’s father?’

  




  

    ‘Drowned while I was there? No way,’ Zed declared. ‘You may think I’m blind, Rod—’

  




  

    ‘You’ll get no argument from me.’

  




  

    ‘–but I would hardly have missed that. When did he die and which cousin are we talking about?’

  




  

    ‘Is there more than one?’

  




  

    Zed shifted in his chair. ‘Well, not that I know of. Ian Cresswell drowned?’

  




  

    ‘Yes indeedy doodah,’ Rodney said.

  




  

    ‘Murdered?’

  




  

    ‘Accident according to the inquest. But that’s hardly the point because the death’s nicely suspicious and suspicion is our bread and butter. Metaphor, by the way, in case you’re thinking otherwise. Our purpose is to fan the fire – another metaphor, I think I’m on a roll here – and see what comes crawling out of the woodwork.’

  




  

    ‘Mixed,’ Zed muttered.

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘Never mind. Is that what you want me to do, then? I take it I’m to suggest there’s reason to believe foul play is involved, with Nicholas Fairclough the player. I can see how it fits: the former drug addict falls off the wagon and does in his cousin for some obscure reason and as of this writing, gentle readers, he apparently has walked away scot free.’ Zed slapped his hands against his thighs as if he was about to rise and do Rodney’s bidding directly. But instead of getting up to leave, he said, ‘They grew up as brothers, Rodney. The original story does indicate that. And they didn’t hate each other. But of course I could make it sound like Cain going after Abel if that suits you.’

  




  

    ‘Do not,’ Rodney said, ‘take that tone with me.’

  




  

    ‘What tone?’

  




  

    ‘You bloody well know what tone. I should kick your arse from here to down under, but I’m going to do you a favour instead. I’m going to say three little words that I hope to God will make your pointed ears prick up. Are you listening, Zed? I don’t want you to miss them. Here they come, now: New Scotland Yard.’

  




  

    That, Rodney saw to his satisfaction, appeared to stop Zed Benjamin in his self-righteous tracks. The reporter frowned. He thought. He finally said, ‘What about New Scotland Yard?’

  




  

    ‘They’re in.’

  




  

    ‘Are you saying they’re investigating the drowning?’

  




  

    ‘I’m saying something better than that. They’re sending a bloke up there wearing carpet slippers, if you receive my meaning. And he’s not a bloke from the IPCC.’

  




  

    ‘So it’s not an internal investigation? What is it, then?’

  




  

    ‘A special assignment. Completely hush-hush, mum’s the word, and on the big QT. He’s apparently been given the job of making a list and checking it twice. And reporting back when he’s finished.’

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    ‘That’s the story, Zed. That’s the sex behind the death.’ Rodney wanted to add that it was also what Zed himself would have learned had he put in the effort that Rodney himself would have put in had he been in the same position with his story shit-canned by his Editor and, potentially, with his job on the line.

  




  

    ‘So I’m not to make something up to add sex to the story,’ Zed said, as if he needed clarification. ‘What you’re saying is that it’s already there.’

  




  

    ‘At The Source,’ Rodney intoned religiously, ‘we don’t need to make things up. We just need to find them in the first place.’

  




  

    ‘And can I ask . . . How’d you know this? About the Met, I mean. How’d you find out if it’s all hush-hush?’

  




  

    It was one of those moments when paternal superiority was called for, and Rodney loved those moments. He rose from behind his desk, went round to the front of it, and lifted a bulky thigh to rest it on the corner. It wasn’t the most comfortable position – considering the chafing of his skin against his trousers – but Rodney liked to think it communicated a degree of journalistic savoir-faire that would underscore the importance of what he had to say next. ‘Zedekiah, I’ve been in this business since I was a kid. I’ve sat where you’re sitting and this is what I learned: We’re nothing without the snouts we cultivate, and I’ve cultivated them from Edinburgh to London and all points in between. Particularly in London, my friend. I’ve got snouts in places that other people don’t even recognise as being places. I scratch their backs with great regularity. They scratch mine whenever they can.’

  




  

    Benjamin looked suitably impressed. Indeed, he looked humbled. He was in the presence of his journalistic better and it seemed that he finally knew it.

  




  

    Rodney went on, enjoying his moment. ‘Nicholas Fairclough’s dad has a tie to the Met. He’s the one asking for an investigation. Can I reckon you know what that means, Zed?’

  




  

    ‘He thinks it wasn’t an accident that Ian Cresswell drowned. And if it wasn’t an accident, we’ve got a story. Fact is, we’ve got a story either way because we’ve got the Met up there nosing round and that suggests something might have gone on and all we ever need for a story is a suggestion.’

  




  

    ‘Amen to that,’ Rodney said. ‘Get back to Cumbria, my good man. On the double.’

  




  

    Chalk Farm

  




  

    London

  




  

    Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers arrived home in an uneasy mood that she didn’t want to name. Having found a parking space not too far from Eton Villas, she should have been grateful, but she couldn’t summon up the appropriate feeling of joy attendant on not having to hike to her front door. As usual, the Mini coughed a few times after Barbara cut the ignition, but she barely took note. Through the windscreen a splattering of rain began to fall, but she hardly clocked that either. Instead, her thoughts remained where they’d been largely fixed – save for one brief distraction – during her long drive home from the Met. Those thoughts battled in her head with a voice that judged them childish, but that didn’t matter and it certainly wasn’t enough to quash them although she would, at this point, have been grateful had that only been the case.

  




  

    No one had noticed, Barbara thought. Not a single, sodding individual. Well, all right, Detective Superintendent Ardery had noticed, but she hardly counted as she’d given the initial order – although she’d claimed it was only a suggestion – and from Barbara’s nearly four months of experience with Isabelle Ardery, she knew the superintendent noticed everything. Ardery seemed to make noticing a habit. She seemed, in fact, to have raised it to a fine art. So whenever she took note of something, it mattered not, unless her taking note was connected intimately to one’s performance at work. If it was connected to anything else, one could say that Isabelle Ardery was merely engaging in her irritating habit of sitting in judgement upon the superficial, with the number one superficial within the superintendent’s gaze being Barbara Havers’ personal appearance. As to the rest of the team, when Barbara had arrived back at the Yard from her final appointment with the dentist, they’d gone about their business without a word, a raised eyebrow, or anything else.

  




  

    Barbara had told herself she didn’t care, and there was truth in this since she really didn’t care about the notice of most of her colleagues. But the notice of one of them she cared about deeply, and it was this caring that sat uneasily upon her, asking to be acknowledged or at least dealt with by the downing of something of a pastry orientation. French would be nice, but it was too late in the day to score a chocolate croissant although not too late in the day to snag an entire torte, which of course would have been Austrian but at this hour who was quibbling about such minor details as country of origin. Yet Barbara knew that that direction would lead her straight into the evils of an extended carb wallow from which she might not emerge for weeks, so instead of pausing at a bakery en route to her home, she’d decided to engage in retail therapy in Camden High Street. There she’d made the purchase of a scarf and a blouse, whereupon she’d celebrated the fact that she’d just behaved in a manner entirely different from her usual mode of reacting to disappointment, stress, frustration, or anxiety, but this celebration lasted only till she parked the Mini. At that point, her final encounter with Thomas Lynley forced its way into her consciousness.

  




  

    After their time at the Old Bailey that day, they’d parted: Lynley heading back to the Yard and Barbara heading to the dentist. They’d not seen each other again until the end of the day when they met in the ascending lift. Barbara was taking it from the underground car park and when it stopped at the lobby, Lynley got in. She could see that he was preoccupied. He’d been preoccupied outside Courtoom Number One earlier in the day, but she’d reckoned that had to do with having to testify to his near encounter with the Grim Reaper in the back of a Ford Transit kitted out as a mobile murder scene some months earlier. This preoccupation seemed different, though, and when he vanished into Superintendent Ardery’s office after the lift doors opened, Barbara reckoned she knew the reason why.

  




  

    Lynley thought she didn’t know what was going on between Ardery and him. Barbara could understand the reason for this conclusion. No one else at the Met had a clue that he and the superintendent were dancing inside each other’s knickers two or sometimes three nights a week, but no one else at the Met knew Lynley as well as Barbara did. And while she couldn’t imagine anyone actually wanting to shag the superintendent – bloody hell, it had to be like going to bed with a cobra – she’d spent the last four months of their affair telling herself that, if nothing else, Lynley deserved it. He’d lost his wife to a street murder at the hands of a twelve year old, he’d spent five months afterwards wandering the coast of Cornwall in a sodding daze, he’d returned to London barely functioning . . . If he wanted the questionable diversion of plugging Isabelle Ardery’s drainpipes for a time, so be it. They could both be in big trouble if anyone found out about it, but no one was going to find out about it because they were discreet and Barbara wasn’t going to say a word. Besides, Lynley wasn’t going to hook himself up permanently to someone like Isabelle Ardery. The man had something like three hundred years of family history to contend with and, if nothing else, he knew his duty and it had very little to do with an interlude in which he bonked a woman on whom the title Countess of Asherton would hang like a hundredweight. His type was meant to reproduce obligingly and send the family name hurtling into the future. He knew this and he’d act accordingly.
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